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* She was a dancer and a breathtaking blonde... 

* She was the perfect patsy for wrong guys... 

+ She was the one woman that one man had to have... 
...And her life became a 

roadshow of one-night passions! 
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! LISETTE = 
wall—a subdued, growling roar. Once you heard it, you © 
couldn't forget that sound. Lisette picked up a net bra 
that had tiny scarlet rosettes in the center of each cup, 
She fitted it in place swiftly. Mimi suddenly produced a __ 
bottle and took a long swallow. 

They lined up, Lisette first. She was swaying to the 
blasting rhythm of the canned music. Greta was behind 
her, fretting. | 

“A day like this and I've got to double just because 
she wants an afternoon drunk!” 3 

Lisette told herself complacently that Pete would nev- 
er ask her to do any doubling. She could walk into any 
kooch tent and land a job and Pete knew it. But Greta 
had that jelly-roll around her middle and was forced to 
go to the dye bottle every week too, Extra work landed 
on her and she didn’t dare say no. 






Amy was behind Greta arrayed in blue gingham—- — — 





straw bonnet, bra, apron. A G-string under the apron of 
course, but hidden. It was a costume that went over big 
with amusement park patrons in the sticks. Nola was 
behind Amy, with a lot of her olive-tinted skin showing. 

None of them had much on. As little as the law al- 
lowed—and the law in these towns could be mighty leni- 
ent at the sight of a couple of sawbucks from Colonel 


Prather. Lisette caught the rhythm and went out onto 


the boards, into the hot glare of the lights, moving fast. 
The others crowded after her, fighting for attention be- 
fore she could hog it. | 

Lisette did not kid herself about her dancing. It was 
strictly a time-step, some tapping, little more. But who 
eared, if her breasts were shaking wildly and her long 
bare legs were kicking high? She twisted and squirmed. 
She gave them an eyeful and felt she had them all 
watching her until Amy demurely flipped that apron up 
above plump white thighs and drew big applause. That 
made Lisette work even harder. 


First on meant last off. She milked every second of it, 
all the way across the stage, pausing for a last wicked 
kick just before she ducked off. Those horny palms bang 
ing together were mostly for her, she was certain. 
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12 LISETTE 


Nola looked at a mirror and freshened her mouth. 
Greta was making a quick change, fat body quivering. 
Lisette spilled liquid powder into her palm and rubbed 
it on her legs. 

Pete Brandon's voice came in raucously, "—that inter- 
national favorite Mademoiselle Fifi displaying the most 
educated curves in the world!" 

Greta swore anxiously. The tassel bra was too tight for 
her pillowy breasts. Lisette watched her with pity. She 
herself could twirl tassels better than amybody here— 
together or in opposite directions so fast they made a 
blur. But she wasn't going to twirl them today. Let Greta 
have the grief. 

The music came in and Greta ran out desperately. 

"Plenty of shows today, I'll bet, the way the midway 
is crowded,” Amy said in her little-girl voice. 

"Thats what you're hired for, kid,” Lisette said, blow- 
ing at a damp lock of hair that had fallen over her fore- 
head like a yellow plume. 

She picked up some chiffon. She was on next—Lisette 
in her Passion Dance, hiding behind the chiffon. Even 
that filmy stuff felt hot today. Amy had discarded her 
gingham outfit and was assembling the costume for her 
tease. She looked like a cornfed high-school girl. Eyeing 
her creamy curves, Lisette had a sudden thought. Maybe 
Amy, rather than Nola, had a hook in Ned . . . 

Then she snorted. She was letting this get her. Ned 
would never go for anybody as easy as Amy. He liked a 
girl who held him off, who made him work for her favors, 
not one who headed into the brush with every pair of 
hot pants that wagged a finger in her direction. 

Greta came off, scarlet from the heat, looking scared. 
From the disapproving noise Lisette gathered that the 
other girl had not done well with the tassels. Well Lisette 
would soon fix that. Give her the stage alone for a couple 
of minutes and she'd make them forget everything but the 
white blur of her wildly gyrating body. She was a kooch 
girl who knew her business—and loved it. She'd sock them 
but good... 
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The afternoon was interminable. Onto the bally stand ~ 


and off it, feet blistered. Roasted in the crowded dress- 
ing top, with its reek of whiskey and Mimi snoring on 
the cot. Show after show, the folks packed in, a lot of 
them with quarters already clutched in their fists as they 
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left, to get in line and come right back. Greta began to © 


wear out and Lisette took pity on her, twirling the tassels 
one show and leaving on the grass skirt for a strip-hula 
the next. 


At last, shadows crept across the midway and it was - 


time for the supper break, Lisette put on tight blue 
slacks and a blouse and headed for Duke Corum’s stand, 


Hamburger and coffee and a cigarette. She could live — 


on that fare alone. 

She left her make-up on to give the amusement-park 
strollers a thrill as they spotted a kooch girl. A wind was 
beginning to blow lustily, whipping skirts above thighs 
and making the younger girls squeal. 

“Duke,” she said, “have you seen Ned this afternoon?” 

“Seems I did, right around three—or maybe it was four. 
He had a local boy roped tight—big fat character. What's - 
Ned working these days, Lisette?” 

She looked wise, winking. Ned might be working most 
anything. He could make dice gallop to his tune and 
cards jump right out of the deck. He could pitch a spiel 
that would move a hundred books in an afternoon at 
two bucks apiece—books that had cost him thirty cents 
each. The books didn’t matter—home medical advice, us- 
ually. Ned could move them if their pages were blank, 

He knew all the angles, all the grifts. If he had a fat 
sucker, he would send him home thin. But somehow, Lis- 
ette thought, he might have managed to let her see him 
if he had been on the lot this afternoon. 

There was some comfort from the reminder, though, 
that if she hadn’t seen him, neither had Nola. 

Lisette walked back to the kooch tent. Lights glared 
above the bally stand now, the wind blew harder and 
the midway was packed. Mimi was up, shaky and- 
wretched, ready to take her turn. L2 
It was almost nine when the word came—from Colonel 
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Prather himself, He gave it to Mimi at the back flap and 
-she passed it on to the other girls. 

“Blow-off tonight,” she told m "Tickets going fast. 
The local gendarmes are all juiced and everything's set. 
After midnight." 

Amy pursed her mouth and rolled her eyes. Nola 
looked sullen and Greta looked scared. Lisette felt a 
quivering in the pit of her stomach. She had worked 
plenty of blow-offs but the prospect of one always made 
her feel like this. 

Blow-offs were for men only. Tickets went for two dol- 
lars apiece and they went fast, when accompanied by a 
wink from Pete and a behind-the-hand spiel "You've 
seen the gals. You know they've got plenty. Now get a 
real gander at them, with nothing on at all Yeah— 
naked!" | 

Not really, Not in case the juice came unstuck and the 
cops moved in, after all. Then a lawyer could swear they 
were not naked. They just looked as if they were. 

As the girls worked behind a serim curtain, with the 
lights somewhat dimmed, it was hard from out front to 
tell the difference. And there wasn’t much difference. 
There was the G-string, under that the G-pouch and 
under that the G-patch. In a blow-off, you worked with 
the pouch, maybe sometimes just the patch. But always 
with something. Not completely naked. Only about 
ninety-nine percent that way. 
| Two more shows. The crowd on the midway thinned 
_ down, In the kooch tent there were bare patches among 
. the benches. Men, young and old, gathered outside, wait- 
| ing for the blow-off. 
| Thunder rumbled in the north and the canvasmen 

tightened guy ropes. There was a blessed coolness in the 
air now and a growing tension, as the blow-off neared. 
. The last show ended. Lisette peeled of her net bra 
and threw it aside. She would not need it again tonight. 
The blow-of crowd was already shuffling in and its 
sounds were not the same as those of the usual audience. 
It made a different kind of noise—low muttering, hard 
breathing, an occasional nervous, grating laugh. 
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Ten minutes for a breather. Pete Brandon. knew just 


how long it took to put a blow-off crowd on the edge of 
the seats, when to bring the girls on the moment before 


the ticket buyers started to tear the tent apart. Blonde, 
beautiful, young, proud of her superb breasts, Lisette 


looked around at the others—at Amy, bare as Eve and к 


placidly chewing gum but with a glitter in her blue eyes. 
Amy liked blow-offs. At Greta, hurriedly caking on more 
make-up, her body quivering with fatigue. At Mimi, 
pacing back and forth, savagely needing a drink. She 
would take that out on the crowd and really give them 
a show, 

Then Lisette noticed that Nola was missing. c 

The blonde girl went over to the back flap and looked 
out into the blackness. Lightning flashed vividly over- 
head. It was beginning to rain. 

She saw them silhouetted, no more than a dozen feet 
away. Standing close together, terribly close. She heard 
a slow chuckle from Nola and a man’s responsive laugh. 

Lisette eased herself through the tent opening and _ 
cried out, her voice like the crack of a whip. "Ned | 

The two figures pulled apart hurriedly. They both 
came toward her. Nola had on a coolie coat, which ac- 
centuated the startling length of her bare legs. Her eyes 


|. slid over Lisette, who was wearing only a rhinestone - | 
string, Nola’s lip curled scornfully. She brushed past. 


Lisette and went on to the tent flap where she paused, 
looking back. == 
.. Wed grinned, hands touching Lisette’s shoulders, slid- 


| ве down her back. 


“If you're trying to ditch me for that high-nosed 
tramp—!” | 

“Now, baby. Nola just came out for a breath of air and | 
I said hello. She was about to go and tell you I was here.” 

Lisette sniffed. “Since when was it teo much bother 
for you to tell me yourself?” 

“Since I trimmed that sucker and had to start playing 
it cagey, account of his squawking!” i 

“You took him, Ned?” Lisette cried. “How much—and 
how did you do it?” 









__ The man grinned, both hands busy against her bate 
flesh. “Plenty—and never mind how! But the bum is try- 
_ ing to put the heat on me. If I'm not around, though, 
_ there'll be nobody to scorch, Catch?” 
_ Lisette nodded quickly. It was all right now. Every- 
. thing was all right when Ned held her like this. 

"Look, Гуе got to go work a blow-off,” she said hurried- 
ly. "But I'll see you afterward." 

"Weren' you listening? I've got to lay low for a while. 
You've got to stay away from me—" 

Her suspicions returned instantly, But before she could 
speak, lightning flashed and she saw a man’s fat face 
and glaring eyes, up by the midway. She heard his an- 

"There's the crook who stole my money!” 

Ned shoved shoved her aside. The man was lumber- 
ing toward them and she knew he must be the one 
Ned had trimmed. Ned's lip were skinned back from his 

| teeth. His hand flashed and steel snapped as he pressed 

~ the spring of a switch-blade knife. The fat man was al- 
most on him, arms thrashing. Lisette screamed. She knew 
Ned's wild temper. She tried to crowd her own body be- 
tween the knife and the fat victim. | 

She was too late. Ned slashed, wickedly low, and the 
fat man stopped as though he had run into a brick wall. 

. .. He dropped both hands to his big stomach, mouth sag- 
ging. He was making whimpering noises. Then he was 
~ down on his side in the dust that was turning to mud, 
-~ kicking both legs and screaming. 

— - The rain was coming hard, big drops that hit like hail- 
_ stones. Hair plastered about her face, Lisette stood 
| dazedly beside Ned. His face was tight with hurried 
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thought, chalk white, showing deep lines she had never 
known were there. 

Someone pounded around the corner of the kooch tent 
from the direction of the midway and stopped in the 
pitchy darkness. Then the beam from a flashlight held 

. by the newcomer began to craw] over the ground. Ned 
grabbed Lisette’s hand, pressed the knife into it and 
faded fast toward the dressing-top flap, which Nola was 
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holding open for him. The flashlight beam hit the man on 
the ground, then lifted and centered on the virtually 
nude Lisette. 

“Here she is, chief,” the policeman behind the light 
shouted. *He's been knifed—and there's the girl who did 
it!” 





Two 


LISETTE dropped the knife and ran. The rain was com- 
ing down as though the bottom had dropped out of the 
sky. It slashed at her bare body with stinging force. She 
squeezed between a couple of trucks and emerged into 
the open. That man with the flashlight was pounding 
after her, yelling for help. 

Her breasts were leaping wildly. She covered them 
with her hands and raced on desperately. Suddenly the 
ground fell from under her and she sprawled with jar- 
ring impact into a ditch full of weeds and stagnant water 
and old tin cans. Lisette pushed herself erect, slipped 
and slid and scrambled through the trash, scratching her 
feet and shins. She rammed into a bank and clawed her 
way up. 

Men were shouting in the crashing storm behind her. 
They were moving about frantically, searching, their 
lights making queer speckles in the rain. Lisette forced 
her long legs to move faster, hunting for the brush some- 
where nearby that Greta and Amy had mentioned so 
many times. She tripped over a ridge and fell again, into 
old, hard plow-furrows that were just turning into sticky 
mud. 

The fall knocked the breath from her. She struggled 
up and lurched ahead, holding her breasts again, gasping 
vainly for breath, feeling the wild drum-beats of her 
heart. The falls had shaken her. She could not go much 
farther. 

Then lightning showed her the thick, high brush, 
failed wildly by the wind and rain. With her last energy, 
Lisette dove head-first into cover. Face down, she 
hugged the earth for a moment, biting her lip to stifle 
her gasps. Then she started to wriggle forward, knowing 
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how vividly her nude body would reflect light, trying 


to find some place to hide. | 

It seemed to her that she crawled for a long time, with 
thorns raking and scratching her skin, stiff branches tear- 
ing her matted hair and stabbing at her eyes. Men came 
up to the brush, loudly yelling orders. They thrashed 
into it, shooting their flashlight beams along the ground. 

They came close to her, frighteningly close. Lisette 
flattened herself in the mud and stopped, holding her 
breath, as still as death. Her fingers curved to rip and 
claw if she were discovered, if they put their hands on 
her. A man came directly toward her, slamming his feet 
down hard. He stopped, his broad-toed boot only inches 
from her head, and swung his flashlight. The beam 
flashed over her glistening, mud-spattered body—but in 
that instant there was a yell from another part of the 
brush and he crashed off in that direction. The others 
followed him. 

Lisette hardly dared to believe it but she was alone. 
Soon there was no more yelling, only the sounds of wind 
and rain. She rose slowly and cautiously to her knees, 
arching her body, head back, letting the rain wash of 
the mud. She had a crazy impulse to laugh. She had 
been in some tight spots before but never one like this— 
chased like a rabbit with only the scant, rhinestone- 
studded triangle of a G-string to save her from complete 
nudity. 

The amusement-park lights, about half a mile away, 
started to go off, one by one, until at last there was noth- 
ing but darkness. And silence. 

Lisette stood up. Her legs were quivering and the 
scratches all over her body had started to burn. The 
day's oppressive heat was only a dim memory. As her 
breathing became less ragged and her heartbeats slowed 
a little, she started to shiver. 

Soon the rain stopped, the clouds moved on, and a 
quarter moon came out. Lisette hugged herself and 
wondered what she was going to do now. 


-She had to get away but where could she go, naked as. 











a jaybird? They would be watching the kooch tent. If 
she tried to return to it, they would grab her for sure. 

Then she heard somebody coming toward her through 
the brush. Lisette whirled and started to run. 

_ Greta’s anxious voice stopped her. “Liz? It’s only me—” 

_ Lisette rushed to the other woman and hugged her. 
Greta was haggard, with only a clinging damp bathrobe 
covering her fat body. 

“I brought you some things,” she said. “They were all 
I could grab in a hurry and hide under my bathrobe 
with law all over the place.” 

Greta had brought a dress and high-heeled dancing 
shoes and the net bra with the rosettes. Lisette started 
to put them on. 

"I figured this was where you'd be," Greta continued. 
"Ive been here every night since we pitched in this 
town—me and Amy. It's the only place for miles where 
you can be out of sight." 

"Ned?" Liz said, voice tight. "Did he get away?" 

"Sure. Don't men always get away? He gave me some- 
thing to pass to you. It's in one of your shoes." 

Lisette had already felt the wadded bills. She tucked 
them under her bra. Ned had not forgotten her! 

"Listen, honey, you didn't really cut that fat guy, did 
you?" Greta asked. | 
й sper bit her lip, not replying. She had to protect 

“I guess I understand,” Greta sighed. “I had a man 
once, myself. He dumped me, the way Ned is dumping 
you—but I couldn't be very mad at him. I had some swell 
times to remember—” 

“Ned isn’t dumping me!” flared Liz. 

"Well, anyway, you've got to get out of here. Colonel 
Prather won't let you come back. He nearly had a stroke. 
He was afraid the commotion would wreck the blow-off 
and he'd have to hand back the crowd's dough. But he 
poured out some more juice and we put it on, with cops 
in the dressing-room, pinching and rubbing us . . . They're 
still there, too. Ned said to tell you there’s a bus through 
town soon and its your only chance to shake this burg 
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before morning. He said hed write you care of Bill- 
board—" 3 | се 

Lisette wriggled into the dress. 

“Look after my things, will you, Greta?” she said. "TII 
let you know through Billboard where to send them." 

“Sure, honey,” Greta said. “And good luck.” 

They embraced again. Then Lisette laughed shakily. 

“Say, which way is town?” she asked. “I havent been 
off the lot since we pitched here." 


The bus rattled through the night, threading the flat 
fields of Kansas. It was a cheap, cut-price vehicle and 
it was jammed. People and their kids and bundles and 
bags, smelling of sweat, dime-store perfume, whiskey, 
tobacco, huddled together on the dusty seats, whimper- 
ing and snoring, muttering in their dreams, furtively 
making love. 

They had been riding now for about an hour and Lis- 
ette was beginning to relax. She was dog-tired and ach- 
ing all over. She longed for a hamburger and a beer and 
a cigarette—and the darkness of Ned's flimsy little trailer, 
with his arms about her and his lips against hers. 

She had moved cautiously through the dark streets of 
the sleeping town, darting from one doorway to the next, 
finding the bus station at last out on the main highway. 
She had picked a town at random from a time-table and 
had bought her ticket from a sleepy clerk. Her randomly 
chosen destination was somewhere in Nebraska. 

The ticket purchased, she had only twelve dollars left. 
Ned could not have clipped that fall guy for as much as 
he had bragged about. But Ned had not dumped her, 
Lisette again told herself fiercely. They would get to- 
gether again. Some time, some place, soon. 

As for now, she didn't think twice about it. She had 
been bumped harder than this before and had always 
landed on her feet. 

As long as she could remember, she had been taking 
bumps—ever since she had been that wild Danby kid 
in a little town back in Ohio, A ragged tomboy, always 
in trouble, living on the Central tracks with an aunt who | 
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entertained railroad brakemen. Destined to grow up just 
like her, too, people said darkly. Lisette was the girl 
who, at thirteen, had gone with half a dozen boys down 
to the creek and, for a dime from each, had removed her 
clothes to show them the difference between boys and 


Ever since, it seemed to Lisette, she had been doing 
the same thing. At seventeen, already well filled out, she 
had been learning to bump and grind in an empty store- 
room on Main Street in Los Angeles, with only a rope 
between her and the crowding, lip-licking men. She had 
swished fans in a waterfront dive in Frisco, with steve- 
dores flicking lighted matches at her for laughs. Before 
she had turned nineteen, she was working her first kooch 
tent at an amusement park in the sticks, 

She had known more men than she could remember— 
or cared to. Some transiently, from need, since it was a 
man's world and a girl like herself either played the 
game according to men’s rules or went under. For a few, 
like Ned, she had poured out affection and loyalty. 

Lisette was undressing hurriedly. It did not occur to 
led. She knew that, according to the world’s standards, 
she was a tramp, though it was a distinction that angered 
her because she had seen some tramps a lot worse than 
herself staring up at her from the midway. She could 
recognize them instinctively, complacent women hang- 
ing on to men’s arms, safe in the reputation granted by 
a marriage license, sneering at the girls who danced 
naked for men—but still tramps. 

Once in a while—a great while—when the inevitable 
blues overtook her, Lisette had a frantic longing for the 
kind of life she had never known—for a home somewhere 
and a man of her own who had never been near a strip 
joint, roadhouse, stag party or cheap amusement park— 
maybe having kids, drinking tea with other women, join- 
ing clubs—and never anybody to see the way she looked 
during a blow-off but her own husband. 

When those moods passed, she always laughed at her- 
self. Such a life would drive her nuts in a month—maybe 
even a week. She was carny to the very roots of her soul. 
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So she was a tramp? So she would stay a tramp апа а 
kooch girl as long as the men would swarm around a 
bally stand and pay their money to see more of her... 


‘When the man next to her cleared his throat and put 
a hand tentatively on her knee, Lisette started, but more 
from surprise than indignation. 

Thinking back, she realized she should have expected 
it. After buying her ticket, she had waited across the 
street until the bus arrived. Then, as most of the passen- 
gers had spilled sleepily out, hunting restrooms, she had 
darted in, grabbing a seat at the rear. When the others 
had returned, this man had started to sit down toward 
the front, spied her, and hurriedly moved back to the 
seat alongside her. 

He was fat and bald. His kind always seemed to run 
to flesh and no hair. His hand squeezed her knee and 
moved up a little, palming the firm muscles of her thigh. 
She heard his cluck of astonished pleasure as he dis- 
covered nothing under the thin dress but herself. 

“You all alone, girlie?” he muttered hurriedly. “Well, 
maybe you'd like a little company. I’m Alf Lemming, 
work out of Wichita in farm machinery. Doing right 
well, too. Got a nice fat expense account and who's to 
know the diff if I include a few pretties for you on it? 
If you know what I mean—and I got the notion you do. 
You look like a pretty wise kid to me...” 

Lisette did not speak. She was doing some hurried 

There would be a man somewhere along the line soon, 
she told herself. There had to be. She needed money 
and the man would provide it. Maybe he would just 
hand it to her or maybe she would have to ask him for a 
job until she could contact Ned or locate another strip 
spot. Either way, she knew quite well she would have to 
make a deal. | 

Ned would understand. When they were together 
again she would be all his, just like in the past. Until 
then, she had to live. IB 
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That line about the fat expense account sounded promis- 
ing but it didnt jibe too well with this ratty, cut-rate 
bus. He sounded like a phony. Still, even phonies could 
be helpful. Lemming might have a roll on him and if 
she could wheedle him into showing it and then peel 
off a chunk—for the usual consideration, if there was no 
other way—it might do her until she was lined up with 
another show. 

She put out her hand to stop his and to start talking, 
when a shadow fell across both of them. A man was 
standing in the aisle, a big man, bending down. 

"Brother," he said to Alf Lemming, *you and me are 
trading seats, right now." - 

Lemming goggled at him, spluttering. The big man 
put a hamlike fist under Lemming’s nose. There was a 
strip of adhesive across the knuckles, 

“Move!” the big man ordered grimly. 

Lemming hurriedly obeyed. The other settled into the 
seat. He was so big he had to pull up his knees. 

“Right sorry, miss,” he muttered gruffly. “A girl hadn't 
ought to have to put up with that sort of thing when she's 
traveling. You go right to sleep now and I'll see to it you 
aren't bothered any more." 

He had a husky way of talking. His hair was light- 
colored, almost white, and shaggy. His face was broad 
and flat and had a kind of battered look. 

Lisette turned on her side, away from him, not know- 
ing whether to feel pleased or displeased. Maybe she 
could do better than a fat farm-machinery salesman. But 
with only twelve bucks in her bag, she could not afford 
to be too darned choosy. ( 


The sun was up and the heat already strong when the 
bus stopped in a dusty little town. Everybody got out 
and headed for the station restaurant. Lisette washed 
her face in the restroom and borrowed a comb to clear 
the tangles out of her brassy mop. | 

Emerging, she found the big fellow waiting awkward- 
ly at the counter. He had saved a couple of seats. 
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In broad daylight, he was huge. He had on a cheap, 
wrinkled suit whose coat strained across his broad shoul- 
ders and whose pants flapped above his ankles. His hair 
was tousled and dirty. High up on one cheek, just under 
a puffy blue eye, he had an ugly, half-healed cut. 

He gulped, staring at her. It was the kind of look Lis- 
ette had never experienced before. Dogs wore that look 
of dumb devotion, not men—at least, none of the men 
she had ever known. She smiled hesitantly at him, then 
took one of the stools, nodding her thanks. She ordered 
ham and eggs. He ordered tea and toast and she shorted. 

“What kind of breakfast is that, a big guy like you?” 

“Well, I’m in training, sort of. I'm a fighter—” 

He said it with solemn pride. Lisette laughed. She 
might have known. Just a pug—and one who had taken 
too many punches, from the way he. acted. She knew a 
lot about fighters. Nearly every carnival she had worked, 
and some of the amusement parks, had included a fight 
tent. Fifty bucks or so to any local boy who could stay 
several rounds with a carny pug and about every time 
there was an eclipse of the sun, some local boy did, too. 
Not any oftener. 

Lisette guessed he was probably about broke. She told 
the waitress to duplicate her order for him and beat down 
his stammering objections. He wolfed the food. The poor 
guy was starved. It gave her an odd pleasure to watch 
him eat. 

Later, she found a store open and bought a slip, lip- 
stick, comb and cold cream. She returned to the bus sta- 
tion and spent more time in the restroom, coming out 
easier in her mind. Now, at least, the sun wasn't shining 
right through that thin dress. 

Picking up a couple of packs of cigarettes, she caught 
the sullen glare of Alf Lemming and shuddered inward- 
ly at sight of his protuberant belly, mottled face and 
yellow teeth. She put her hand on the fighter’s arm. 

“Look.” she said, “if you're going to tag after me, I 
guess I ought to know your name. What is it?” | 

“Well, they mostly call me the Swede but I'm really 
Lars Henson.” 
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He was good for something. Laughs. It made her gig- 
gle to think of him as a fighter. 

“I'm Lisette Danby,” she said. “Are you giving me the 
straight skam, Lars? Are you really a boxer?” 

He nodded solemnly, “I was working some clubs down 
in Oklahoma but my manager started cheating on me, 
so I quit him. I heard about a fellow in Omaha who'll 
maybe take me on. I'm going to see him.” 

“What will you do if he doesn’t take you on?” 

He frowned and thought about it ponderously, “Get a 
job, I guess. I'm handy at a lot of things." 

Like swinging a pick or bucking wheat, Lisette told 
herself. Simply a square from Squaresville. Kind of sweet, 
though. It was nice, the way he looked at her, and how 
he followed her around without ever trying anything 
fresh. She squeezed his arm again. 

"Let's get on the bus. And you can tell me some more 
about yourself—" 


The bus lurched on through the long hours, with brief 
stops in one grubby town after another, and it was still 
Kansas. All the windows were up, dust sifted in. It was 
hotter than any kooch tent. Lisette smoked until her 
throat was raw and got of at every stop to drink any- 
thing cold and wet, until even her cast-iron stomach 
began to rebel. 

She learned all about Lars Henson—his boyhood on a 
bleak Oklahoma farm, his schooling that ended in the 
seventh grade. He was doing a man's work by the time 
he was fifteen, the heavy work a man had to take when 
he had no learning to speak of. Then he had decided 
to turn fighter. 

In the late afternoon, the heat and her rebellious 
stomach got Lisette down a little. She told him crossly 
to shut up and she took a nap. Enough was enough, she 
told herself. She had bought him breakfast and lunch 
and had let him talk her ear off. Now the novelty of 
meeting a man so innocent and naive about everything, 
particularly women, was gone. 

At twilight, when she awoke, they were crossing a riv- 
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er into a fair-sized town. The bus sounded like a bucket 
of bolts was loose in its engine. There were rain streaks. 
on the windows and black clouds covered the sky. 

The bus clattered to a stop and nearly everybody got 
into another bus, including Alf Lemming who sent a last 
sour look toward Lisette. The other bus drove off almost 
at once, heading east. The driver called out to Lisette 
and Lars. 

“Cot a breakdown that can't be fixed before morning. 
You'll have to wait till then before going north." 

“What!” Lisette cried. “You mean you're stranding us 
in this burg overnight? Listen, I won't stand for it-l 

“Ask for your dough back, then,” the driver said indif- 
ferently. “Write to company headquarters, at Kansas 
City. They'll mail it to you in a month or so. Just be sure 
to let 'em know where you'll be.” 

Lisette bit her lip. She had about six dollars left in her 
bra—enough for a bed and a couple of more meals, may- 
be. Maybe she should stop here, look for a job or some- 
thing, instead of going on to—to what? Then she looked 
around and shuddered. She’d go on, all right. She wasn't 
going to let herself be stuck in a Kansas village. 

Lars went back along the bus to get his luggage and 
she took off. This was a good time to shake him. The 
rain began to come down. She saw a sign up a side 
street and ran that way. It was a tourist court, beside a 
river. The manager, a shaky old man, rented her a cabin 
for four dollars and attempted to pat her hand. No mat- 
ter how old they got, they still tried to make a pass. . 

The cabin was a hole; airless, blistering and smelly. 
Lisette opened all the windows, heedless of the rain, and 
peeled off her sticky clothes. She lighted a cigarette and 
stretched out nude on the stiff, creaking bed. Presently 
she put an arm over her eyes and began to shake. 

She was not crying. That was something Lisette had 
stopped doing longer ago than she could remember. It 
was just that, suddenly, there was a terribly lonely and 
empty feeling inside her. She was remembering that the 
lights would be going on now, at Colonel Prather's show 
and the girls would be out on the bally stand. —— - 
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There was probably someone taking her place by now. 
Maybe a local girl, tired of a humdrum life, wanting 
travel and excitement. It was queer how that sort of 
thing went—let one girl leave a show and another seemed 
to pop up like magic to fill in. | 

And Ned . ., What was Ned doing? Ned and Nola... 

She must not think about the two of them. Just Ned 
alone, with a wordless little prayer that they would be 
reunited soon. 

At length Lisette sat up again, feeling bleak and 
washed-out but with the momentary spasm of self-pity 
over. Now she would get dressed, go out when the rain 
let up, eat a cheap supper... | 

Somebody came up to the door of her cabin and 
stopped there. Lisette twisted to look through the win- 
dow, then ran into the bathroom, grabbed a bath towel, 
wrapped it sketchily around herself and hurried back to 
the door. She jerked it open. 

“Come in here, you idiot,” she cried. 

Lars Henson stood there, hair matted, cheap suit 
soaked, holding a cracked old suitcase. He stared at her, 
at bare legs and shoulders that were like shadowed ivory 
in the twilight, and gulped. 

“I just wanted to make sure you were all right, Miss 
Lisette. I asked at all the hotels before I came here. 
Now Ill get going—" 

"Go where?" Lisette said crossly. "You're broke and 
you know it. Come on, get out of the rain." 

He obeyed slowly, trying not to look at her, yet unable 
to keep himself from doing so. Lisette was amused. She 
felt better, a lot better, even though she was irritated by 
him and because he was such a big, dumb ox. Somebody 
to talk to, somebody just to be around, even Lars Hen- 
son—maybe it would drive away the blues. 

"Get your things off,” she commanded. “You'll catch 
your death of cold and then you'll be in fine shape to 
fight when you reach Omaha.” 

His eyes bulged. “Gosh, miss, I can’t—!” 

She grabbed the lapels of his coat. 
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“Do as I tell you. Get in the bathroom, if youre so — 
modest.” : NE 
But he didn't. The look in his eyes was changing. His 
hands were coming up to touch her shoulders awkward- 
ly, as though she were made of fragile glass and would . 
shatter if he were not careful. Then they slid down her 
back and became firm as he gripped her. He was pulling 
her toward him, deep hunger shining in his face. 

Lisette told herself not to let him hold her like that, 
not to let it go any farther, She told herself to turn her 
head and evade the lips that were seeking hers, to push 
him away, to order him sternly to stop. 

But she could not make herself obey. He was a man, 
big and strong, someone to cling to, someone to fondle 
her and kiss away the blues. He could make her forget, 
banish the bleak, cold emptiness in her, He could help 
her bridge the gap between tonight and an uncertain 
tomorrow. 

Lisette rose on tiptoe and put her arms around his 
neck. She fused her mouth with his in a long, burning 
kiss. And then another, her lips parting in eager invita- 
tion. 

The towel, forgotten, fluttered to the floor. Lisette mur- 

mured wordlessly, tangling her fingers in his damp hair, 
quivering with delight as his hands became intimately 
bold. 
Blood roared in a hot tide through her body and 
there was singing in her ears as of distant wild music. 
She felt like a leaf borne along by a fierce, racing river 
as he lifted her in his big arms and walked across the 
room with her. 

Neither one bothered to put out the lights. They want- 
ed to see all they could of each other, to drink in the 
beauty of each other—and they had reason. 

Stretched on the bed, Lisette was the very picture of 
glorious young womanhood. At twenty-two, she had 
glowing skin, clear eyes of'shining blue. Her yellow-gold | 
hair hung to her shoulders in a graceful swirl. Her pert 
nose, her generous cherry-red mouth, made of her face 
a thing of rare and subtle charm. 
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But there was even more precious charms for Lars to 
drink in with his hungry gaze. Lisette's breasts, for in- 
stance. They were not ordinary breasts. They were the 
breasts of a superbly pretty showgirl whose primary stock 
in.trade was her sex appeal. Each breast was a magni- 
ficent creamy mound of lush flesh, lithe and alive, tipped 
by pink nipples as sweet as blossoms. Lars managed to 
tear his stare from them and send it lower. His eyes de- 
voured the rounded purity of her navel, gorged them- 
selves on her generous and soft thighs, measured the 
exquisitely long and tapered legs. His heart raced like a 
runaway locomotive. 

But as attractive as she was to him, so he was to her. 
With admiring glance, she feasted on the breadth of his 
shoulders as he flung himself out of his clothing. How 
strong were his arms, how mighty the muscles that 
ridged his torso. His tanned skin gleamed and his supple 
tendons flexed, his great chest heaved mightily, as he 
bent his tow head to caress her with his eyes. 

Lisette lifted her hands, beckoned him into her em- 
brace by wagging slim fingers tipped with blood-red 
nails | | 


"Please, darling . . . please... ." 

But Lars had suddenly gone red in the face, sat stiff 
and still on the bed next to her. He tried to say some- 
thing, found that he could only stammer meaninglessly, 
and abruptly shut his mouth. 

Lisette gazed at him incredulously, then broke into 
laughter. 

MP Lars! Don't tell me. This is the first time for 
you 

He nodded, full of embarrassment now that he had 
her at his mercy. His tongue was sticking out of his mouth 
now, and he seemed to be biting on it. 

“Well, don’t be nervous, lover,” Lisette encouraged, 
“There has to be a first time for everybody. Come on, 
darling. Relax. Now, the first thing you do is kiss me.” 

She clasped her graceful hands behind his rugged 
head and pulled it down to her. Her lips met his lips. 
He marveled at the sweetness of her breath. Like a flow- 
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er, he thought, momentarily forgetting his shyness...She 

smells like a flower. Then her tongue penetrated into his | 
mouth, slowly and subtly fondled and teased his own 
tongue, and as passion surged through him he learned 
what the delights of a kiss could be. = 

They came up for air, gazing fondly at each other. 
Then Lisette said, “Now my breasts, lover. Kiss my 
breasts." | i 

He blurted a sound that was like a sob, sunk down on 
the bed, sucked one of the pink nipples into his mouth. 

“Qh!” murmured Lisette. “That's right. Kiss it. Tease it 
with your tongue. Oh... Oh, God!" She shuddered with 
delight as he licked and nibbled the delectable flesh. 
“The other one, lover—-now the other one. . . ." 

He tried to please her, not knowing much of how to 
go about it, but proving an apt pupil She guided his 
mouth, his hands, until her body was palpitating from 
end to end with fiery desire. Meanwhile her own tongue, 
her knowing fingers, were busily at work, arousing him 
to a peak of excitement which no longer could be pent 
up by shyness, embarrassment, scruples or anything else. 
With a cry, he rolled over upon her, grasped her rich, 
rounded hips and pulled her to him. 

“Wait, lover—” Her guiding hands helped him. “That's 
right. Oh, that’s fine...oh... oh!” 

Lisette’s whole body strained to meet the surging, 
slamming, exultantly seeking manhood of the powerful 
Lars. Then she melted into a pool of flame as ecstasy 
shook her from head to toe. 

“Darling,” she breathed, “Darling lover.” 

She stroked his tousled hair as he groaned and shud- 
dered, collapsing to lassitude upon her. 

For both of them, in a little while, lying locked in 
each other's arms, time stood still and the world ceased 
to be. | 

The rain came harder, blowing through the still open 
door. Neither of them noticed it. 





Three 


THE bus rolled across a long concrete bridge in the early 
afternoon and rumbled heavily into still another town. 
Lisette saw a sign that matched the name on her ticket 
and realized that this was Nebraska at last, the end of 
the line for her. 

It was just another midwestern town, flat, hot. Here 
the farmers came on Saturday, to loaf and spit and shop 
and eye the girls’ legs and everything else the girls had, 
too. Only this wasn't Saturday, but Monday, so they 
wouldn't bother her with their ogling. But the townsfolk 
would give appreciative whistles and one of them was 
going to set her up for the immediate future. 

“You'll be in Omaha tonight,” she told Lars Henson. “I 
hope everthing works out fine for you.” 

It was the first remark she had addressed to him in 
some time. He hadn't had anything to say, either. He 
had just sat next to her watching her, a queer twist to 
his mouth. 

_ She knew what was wrong with him. Lars was remem- 
bering last night. His conscience was bothering him. 

At times today this had amused her but now it was 
annoying. She wanted to tell him to stop acting like a 
simpleton. But it would not do any good. She had al- 
ready tried to explain that he had merely been around 
when she needed someone, that he was not the first man 
in her life—and was probably a long way from being the 
last one. Her words just had not registered. Lars had 
the notion he had wronged her and he wanted to do 
something about it. 

This was pretty exasperating, particularly since last 
night had been very pleasant. For a big guy, he had been 
remarkably gentle in his love-making. Lisette had en- 
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joyed it. She recalled with a tingle the big, flat muscles 
in his back and shoulders and the way they had 


quivered to the touch of her fingers. The rain had ham- 


mered against the roof all night and they never had 
managed to get out for a meal. They certainly had 
made up for it at breakfast this morning, though. She 
had only about two bits left. 

Now, in a few minutes, they would say goodbye and 
she'd never see him again. Lisette wanted to let him 
know she thought he was a nice guy but she was afraid 
that would start him off on the same fumbling talk he 
had tried last night about how he would marry her and 
get a job and look after her... 

The bus rolled up to the usual combination restaurant- 
depot and the driver turned his head. 

“Fifteen-minute rest stop,” he called. “Then we're roll- 
ing for Omaha.” 

“Well—” Lisette said. 

Lars followed her out of the bus. 

“Look,” he said. “I... the way I feel... I can't let you 
gol” | 

Lisette grabbed his hand and shook it hurriedly. 

"Goodbye, Lars, she said. "You're a nice guy. Stay 


“But—!” 

She walked off fast, wondering if she would ever meet 
another man like him. Probably not. And she did not 
want to. She had spent too much time and effort learn- 
ing how to handle the other kind. 

There were a lot of farmers on the street, a lot of other 
people, too. It puzzled her for a moment and she won- 
dered if she had lost count of a day somewhere. Then 
she discovered that a Pioneer Week celebration was in 
progress. That explained the whiskered men and the 
women who wore long gingham dresses and sunbonnets. 
They were playing at being old-timers. And it made 
Lisette really conspicuous by comparison. Her legs and 
loosely swaying body, her blonde hair loose to the breeze, 
got plenty of attention. 

She walked four blocks down the main street, which 
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| gave her the set-up of the town, as much as she wanted 
‘to know. Now she would turn back, pick some business 
place at random, go in, get hold of the man who ran the 
place and start pitching her spiel. What it would be, 
she did not know yet. But she had no doubt of the out- 
come. Fluttering lashes and judicious use of her legs 
would be more effective than words, anyway. A low-cut 
dress would have helped but she could do well enough 
with this print frock. She had not donned her bra this 
morning, 

Lisette started across the street, intending to go back 
on the other side. She was almost at the opposite curb 
when the sound came to her on the hot, still air. A sound 
that had her heart instantly thumping excitedly. It was 
a wheezing and asthmatic sound and only one thing on 
earth could make it. A merry-go-round organ, 

She turned and hurried back. She went down a side 
street and came to a vacant lot and crossed that, heed- 
less of the weeds scratching her legs, She crossed rail- 
road tracks, ducking agilely between box-cars. The 
sound of the music grew louder and other noises came 
to her now—the rattle of a high ride and the voice of a 
barker starting a bally. Lisette climbed an embankment. 
She was carrying her things wrapped in a newspaper. 
It burst open and they spilled out. She swore as she 
stopped to gather them together—the bra, the G-string, 
the comb and the lipstick. 

She saw the tops of the tents first, then the banners 
hanging limply on their poles. Lisette pursed her lips 
excitedly. Not an amusement park. An old-fashioned 
all-tent carnival. There was the merry-go-round—along 
with three other rides, and a ten-in-one, and a lot of 
wheel joints up front. The pitch had been made down 
in a hollow. Out back was the circle of trucks and cars 
and trailers and living tops. 

Lisette came up to the entrance, breathing hard. There 
was an ornate arch, with a neon flasher spelling out: 
ZILMAN'S SHOWS, Lisette had heard of the outfit—a slick 
combo, carny gossip had it. Under the arch was a ticket 
booth, staffed by a languid peroxide blonde. This was a 








carny where you had to pay even to get on the midway, 
so it must run a free act. 

“Honey,” Lisette said, “where’s the kooch tent and 
who's the man with it?" 

The blonde surveyed her shrewdly. | 

"Left side, at the back," she answered. "Whitey Bid- 
well is who you want to see. And maybe you're in luck. 
Whitey likes big-eyed babes and he's got a hole in his 
stable where one ran out on him the other night." 

Lisette smiled. The blonde wasn't referring to her eyes 
at all. She was glad she had left off the bra. 

“What's his pitch?" she asked. "Pose or dance?" 

"Dance," the blonde said. "We had a tent of posers 


last year but they were such cows that Abe—he's the. 


owner, Abe Zilman—wouldn’t sign them on again. Say, 
ain't I seen you before, dearie? Didn't you work the Con- 
solidated once?" 

“I never got that high,” Lisette said. “Just little shows." 

"Well, sometimes I think they're more fun. Honest, a 

carny big as this, you don't get to know more than half 
the people that's with it. Though with so many grifters 
hustling for Al Kirk, I don’t know as Id care to. You go 
on through, honey—and I hope you get lined up with 
Whitey.” 
Lisette walked slowly now, scuffing her shoes in the 
midway sawdust. She was quivering with inward de- 
light at her great good luck. Pick a town at random on a 
time-table, get off a bus and here was a carny, a big, 
prosperous-looking outfit. Of course, she wasn't with it 
yet—but she would be. 

The wheel joints were getting ready for business. She 
passed the ten-in-one, its banners offering the usual as- 
sortment—Human Skeleton, Pin-headed Boy, Captain 
Marvello, World's Greatest Sharpshooter, Three-legged 
Girl, Madam, Zastro, Sees All, Knows All—and so forth. 
There was a Fun House and a Motordrome, with a 
stocky, baldish little man out front who wore shiny boots, 
white breeches and a polo shirt. He was fussing with a 
motorcycle until he saw Lisette. Then he looked holes 
into her. | 
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_ The talker she had heard was a grind guy for the 





Whirl-O-Spin, a miniature airplane that went thirty feet 


girls were in it, upside down and squealing wildly as 


they tried to keep their skirts in place. 


- Several juice joints and burger stands reminded Lis- 


tte that she was hungry again, wolfishly so. She walked 


faster. She saw the kooch tent now, with its banner show- 
ing some unnaturally long-legged girls in gauzy drap- 
eries prancing around in front of a fat little character in 
a turban who sat cross-legged on a cushion. Somebody 
must turn out such banners by the gross, Lisette thought. 
Colonel Prather's carny had one just like it. 

A man leaning against the counter of a wheel joint, 
talking to its operator, straightened with startled inter- 
est as Lisette came along. He wore a tan gabardine suit 
and panama hat and there was a big diamond on his 
left hand. Lisette had an impression of a swarthy, lean 
face, a hawk-like nose, a sleek mustache. He eyed her, 
smiling boldly. 

"Ah!" he said. "Eight days in this town—how could I 
have missed you, honey?" 

"Maybe because I just got here," Lisette said. "Save 
your line until I’m with it.” 

“You're joining Bidwell’s stable?” the man said. “Well, 
I haven't caught his show lately but I sure will when 
youre on view. I'm Al Kirk, by the way—" 

“Til try to remember,” Lisette said, going on by. 

Abe Zilman owned the show. But Al Kirk, the blonde 
had told her, bossed the grift. Lisette would remember 
his name, all right. He might come in handy. 

_ She ducked around the bally stand and went into the 
kooch tent. 

It was bigger than the Prather top. The benches were 
crowded close together. The lights were on and the stage 
curtain was up, showing a fly-specked canvas backdrop 
with trees and a marble fountain squirting water. 

In the middle of the tent was a skinny little man, yell- 
ing directions at a kid perched on a ladder placed against 
one of the center poles. 
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"Try that amber spot, Sid," the little man called. 
“Damn it, there's a short somewhere that's blowing these 
bulbs." 

"Listen, Whitey,” the kid protested, “I ain't gonna stick 
my finger in something and get knocked off of here on 
my canl” 

Whitey Bidwell had a bald head and a plucked-chick- 
en thinness. He wore a sleeveless undershirt, baggy khaki 
pants and carpet slippers. He hadn't yet shaved or put 
in his teeth. It wasn’t an auspicious moment for a job 
hunter. 

Nevertheless, Lisette walked down between the 
benches and faced him. 

"How's for a spot in your line?” she asked bluntly. 

He stared at her, squinting, the usual thorough head- 
to-toes-and-back-again study. Lisette saw his watery 
blue eyes kindle but she also saw his lips start to form 
the words that would turn her down. It was always this 
way. They never said yes the first time. Lisette hurriedly 
forestalled him. 

“Pm no townie with itching heels—no first of May, 
either. I was swinging it for the Prather show until—well, 
a short time ago. Wanted a change of scenery—" 

“Yeah?” Whitey Bidwell said. “The Prather carny, huh? 
Moe Solomon still talking for the girls there?” 

“Pete Brandon has owned the tent since Prather put 
his outfit together,” Lisette said coldly. “Last I heard, 
Moe Solomon was with the Big Consolidated. I told you 
I wasn’t any first of May!” 

Bidwell considered, scratching his chin. “I guess not... 
You're sure stacked, kiddo. How's for a flash?" 

Lisette shrugged. “Sure...” 

She whipped off the dress, dropped it on a bench, 
wriggled out of the slip’s shoulder straps and worked 
it down to her hips. Back arched, stomach in, breasts 
lifted, If he favored big-eyed girls, he should certainly 
like what he was seeing. 

The kid on the ladder goggled and hurriedly started 
to come down. 

Sometimes the guy with the power to hire wanted his 
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look. Lisette didn't mind. He'd see enough of her any- 
way if she went on the payroll. It didn't insure a job but 
. one thing was certain—she'd be brushed off fast if she 
didn't comply. 

The kid hit the ground with eyes bulging. Lisette 
turned a shoulder toward him. He started climbing over 
benches to get a front view. 

"The gams—" Whitey Bidwell suggested softly. 

Lisette pulled the slip up to show her legs. The kid 
got around in front. His mouth was sagging. 

"If we're going to run a pit show, let's charge admis- 
sion, huh?" Lisette suggested with a touch of irritation. 

"Yeah," Bidwell agreed. "Sid, go tighten up the guys. 
Scram!” 

He took a pack of cigarettes out of his pants pocket 
and offered Lisette one. He studied her lengthily through 
the smoke, 

“Okay,” he said at last. “One hundred a week and scoff 
yourself. A deal?" 

_ “A show this size—and the customers hump-backed 
from the cash in their pants?” Lisette protested. 

"Business ain't that good, honey. But I meant for a 
start. You show plenty, there could be a hike." 

Lisette was not displeased. She had been knocking 
down a little more from Pete Brandon but she figured 
it would not take her long to get the raise. 

"Its a deal," she agreed. ' 

He grinned, coming closer, putting a hand on her arm, 
moving it insinuatingly. “Honey, you got savvy. We'll get 
along.” 

A woman came in from the back of the tent. She was 
thin and ungainly, with a hatchet face. At her best, she 
would never look like much. Right now, she had on a 
dirty kimono and her gray hair was in curlers. 

“Bidwell, what are you doing?” she demanded, her 
voice like a file. 

He backed away from Lisette. “Now, hon. Just hiring 
a new girl.” 

“Keep your hands off her! And you—” glaring at Lis- 
ette “—pull that slip up. You let him paw you again, I'll 
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kick you ten miles straight down the road. What's your 


name?" | 

Lisette told her, pulling up the slip and reaching for 
the dress. 

“Well, I’m Sadie Bidwell, his wife—like you hadn't al- 
ready guessed. Come on, I'll show you around, Whitey, 
she’s a real looker. And are we going to fiddle around all 
afternoon, or do ourselves some business?” 

She was essentially a kindly woman, in spite of her 
sharpness. She took Lisette into the dressing top, intro- 
duced her around, set her up with costumes and make- 
up and gave her a couple of dollars to eat on. 

“Guess you know the routine—we open and close with 
all-ons,” she said. “A solo spot apiece in between. Since 
you're newest, I'll spot you first. Two minutes—and get 
off on cuel Let's see, now, well put some stockings on 
you and red garters—no, a garter belt with black mesh 
panties—" | 

Happily sharing a table and mirror with a busty little 
girl named Babe who wore her dark hair bobbed short, 
Lisette had the feeling she was going to do all right here. 


Then, at the first show that night, she saw hirn, stand- 
ing head and shoulders above the crowd out front, stand- 
ing close up, staring at her as though hypnotized, cottony 
hair tousled. | 

Lisette felt soaring anger as she flipped open her wrap- 
per, showing her long legs in a minute scrap of fringed 
skirt, flat torso, the twisted cups of a scant bra that bare- 
ly held her globular breasts in check. 

He had Jet the bus go on without him. He had fol- 
lowed her again. Well, this time she would read him the 
riot act. She would make him understand in no uncer- 
tain terms that no dumb Swede was going to tag around 
after her any longer. 

As soon as the show was over, she put on her things 
and hustled out to the midway. He was standing in front 
of the kooch tent. He gave her a slow, uncertain smile. 

“Miss Lisette, it didn’t look right, you standing up 
there with all those people staring and so little on—" 
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"Oh, yeah?" Lisette blazed. "Well, you listen to me, 
you big ox, I'm through having you tramp on my heels 
everywhere I go, expecting I'll put out for your grub. 
I—oh, here—it's a buck, and it’s all Гуе got. Go spend it 
on burgers and coffee. But that's all I'm good for. It's the 
finish. Get out of here! Scram!" 

He frowned at her, pale eyes going stubborn. He put 
out his hand, pushing aside hers with the money in it. 

"That's one reason I'm here. It didn't set easy with me, 
you putting out money I couldn't pay back. I did a lot 
of studying about that and found a way to make some—" 

"What? How?" Lisette said. He pointed. 

She turned and for the first time became aware that 
the Zilman carny carried a fight tent. It was at the end 
of the midway, topped by a banner showing two brutes 
squaring off at each other in a ring. The talker had 
gathered a crowd and a couple of men in bathrobes, 
gloves on their hands, were up on the platform beside 
him 


Lisette caught her breath. 

“Oh, no, you won't. Not that. You're going to turn 
around and walk away from here, fast.” 

"I've been listening to that fellow,” Lars said. “I’ve got 
it all straight. Seventy-five dollars to anybody who can 
stay three rounds with one of those fighters. Shucks, it'll 
be like finding money—" 

"You idiot," Lisette cried. "This is a carny, not a fight 
club. Nobody ever wins that money. They've got Ways 
of handling boobs like you that you never even heard 
about. They'll chop you to pieces. You'll get your brains 
beat out and when you wake up you won't have a dime 
to show for it." 

Lars square chin hardened. He had the look of a 
balky mule. He dropped a big hand gently on her arm 
and pushed her aside. He headed with a long stride to- 
ward the fight tent. 











Four 


WELL, so let him go ahead and get his face hashed up, 
Lisette thought. She was through playing good fairy. 
Now he was on his own, the donkey-brained goof. She 
wasn't going to waste another minute worrying about 


She paused a moment to watch the free act—wire- 
walkers, high above the midway, a man and woman. Lis- 
ette wondered how anybody could be paid enough to 
take such chances. Thoughtfully she strolled back into 
the dressing top. 

Sadie Bidwell was drinking coffee and reading Bill- 
board. The girls were lounging around, talking, doing 
their nails, fiddling with their faces in front of the mir- 
rors, waiting for the spiel to come around to the kooch 
tent again. It ran clockwise, the fight-tent talker waiting 
until Whitey Bidwell had turned his tip, then starting his 
own spiel. As soon as he had finished, the ten-in-one talk- 
er began. It took about forty-five minutes for the spiel to 
a make a complete circuit of the midway. 

“Listen, Sadie,” Lisette said, “can I skip a show? I— 
there's something important I've just got to do,” 

Sadie lowered the magazine and stared at her. 

“Gosh girl, you just started. Whitey isn’t going to like 
it, you skipping a show so quick.” 

A girl at one of the mirrors twisted around to look at 
Lisette. The girl was a voluptuous creature, with snowy- 
white skin and a flaming bush of copper-red hair—the 
real thing, no dye job. Her eyes were a sultry green and 
her moist, scarlet mouth was habitually set in an expres- 
sion of arrogance. In a tent of notably big-eyed girls, only 
Lisette could match the other’s measurements. 

This was Dorinda, the star of the tent. She was first 
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on, last off, at the beginning and end, and had the choice 
closing solo spot. Lisette wondered why, because obvi- 
ously Dorinda was not blessed with much ta lent—merely 
did some languid wriggling and undulating while 
dressed in a handful of glass beads. 

"Aw, let her go, Sadie,” Dorinda advised. “And tell 
her not to come back. From what she’s shown so far, 
we'll never miss her.” 

Lisette was a little startled. It had been evident from 
the first that she and Dorinda were not going to be pals. 
But Lisette hadn't done or said anything to rate such a 
venomous slur. 

“Yeah? Well, let me tell you something kinky-head,” 
Lisette said. "Give me your set-up and TIl make you ex- 
cess baggage around here in just one show!” 

“Shut up, both of you, Sadie snapped. She glared at 
Dorinda. “Any time I need your advice about how to 
run this tent, I'll ask for it.” 

Dorinda turned sulkily back to her mirror, mouthing a 
silent obscenity, 

Babe, the cute little brunette with the bangs, spoke 
up quickly. “I'll double for Lisette if you want me to, 
Sadie. If Lou doesn't mind shifting spots with me so I 
won't be following myself, that is—” 

“It's all right with me,” Lou said. She was a big, 
dumb-looking blonde. Almost every kooch tent had one 
like her. Probably the Miss Roundheels of this carny for 
just about anybody who wanted to put a finger against 
her and push, Lisette thought. 

“Well—” Sadie meditated. “I dunno. Still, it’s getaway 
night, so I suppose it won't hurt anything. Go ahead, Lis- 
ette. Maybe Whitey will cuss you out and you'll just 
have to take it if he does. But only one show! You miss 
two and you won't be working this tent any more.” 

Lisette nodded gratefully and started to back out. 
Babe grabbed a wrapper and followed, Outside, she put 
- a hand on Lisette’s arm. 

“Listen, honey, you got to watch it with Dorinda. 
She's got her claws sharp for you." 

"You telling me?" Lisette said. "But why? I've worked 


plenty of kooches and had my share of tangles but I 
never had anybody jump me so quick. What set her off 
like that?" | 

"Well, partly what she's seen of your work. Dorinda's 
lazy. She doesn't put out any more than she has to— 
not that she's got much to put outl—but the way you 
socked your solos, she knows she's got to get busy or 
Sadie is liable to start shuffling the spots to build you up.” 

“You said partly. What's the rest of it?" 

“Don’t get mad at me, Lisette, if it isn't any of my 
business but—you been making any play for Al Kirk?” 

A great light suddenly dawned. 

“So that's it. Shes Kirks woman, huh?" 

Babe nodded. “And plenty jealous. He's got roving 
eyes and every time they light somewhere, Dorinda goes 
into action. That girl whose place you're taking, Dorinda 
ran her right out of the show. Scratched her bad. I just 
thought I'd tip you off, Lisette—" 

"Sure, Babe. Thanks a lot." 

Lisette left the other girl. The ten-in-one talker was 
going into his spiel, with a fire-eater gulping his flaming 
torches. So the fight tent must be about to put on a show. 

Dorinda may have seen the exchange between her 
and Al Kirk outside the kooch tent this afternoon, Lisette 
thought. Or, more likely, that wheel man had tipped off 
Dorinda. 

Well, no razor-tongued harpy was going to run Lisette 
away from the Zilman carny. She would watch it, build 
herself up with the Bidwells and try to keep out of trou- 
ble until she felt she was pretty well set. Then, if Dorin- 
da still wanted to do any scratching, she could start right 
in. Lisette, with more than one battle behind her when a 
carny had got too small to hold her and some other wom- 
an, felt confident she could dish out a lot more than Dor- 
inda could take. 

Meanwhile, though, best to steer clear of Al Kirk... 

Lisette moved around to the rear of the fight tent, 
looking for the back flap. She found it and eased inside. 
_ The place held quite a crowd, all stamping their feet 
and yelling for action. Through a narrow lane between 








44 LISETTE 


the rising tiers of benches, she could glimpse the ring 
with a circle of blinding lights above it. 

.À man was standing just outside the back flap. He 
‘turned and looked at her in surprise: He was medium- 
sized, compact, with a deeply seamed face, a bristle of 
gray hair and narrow, shrewd eyes with small scars all 
around them and old scar tissue bulging out his brows. 
He wore a dirty sweat shirt and old pants. Lisette knew 
instinctively that this was his tent. 

“I'm with it—Lisette Danby, dancing for the Bidwells,” 
she said quickly. “You mind if I just stand here and 
watch a little while?” 

He grunted, nodding his permission. “Heard Whitey 
had a new girl. This is certainly a switch—a koocher 
coming here! lm Monk Cadore. There's some empty 
seats if you'd like to sit down." 

She shook her head. “I'm skipping a show, got to hustle 
back pretty quick. I just came over here to watch for a 
couple of minutes.” 

The crowd sent up a wild yell. Lisette moved in a 
little to where she would have an unobstructed view. Two 
men were climbing into the ring. 

The first was a big bald man, paunchy, who wore gray 
tights and a sleeveless undershirt, He looked old and 
tired as he shuffled over to one corner and turned around, 
leaning back against the ropes. 

The other fighter was Lars Henson. He was wearing 
trunks and had big gloves on his hands. He stood tensely 
in the other corner, his cottony hair rumpled, his skin 
milky-white under those blazing lights, Lisette bit her lip 
hard, remembering the silky feel of that skin under her 
fingers last night. 

The old cut under his eye stood out glaringly. Any 
fighter would go to work on it right away. Oh, the big 
goof, she thought, 

“Nice build on that farmer,” Monk Cadore observed 
thoughtfully. “Plenty of muscle in his shoulders. But just 
look at him—tight as a fiddle-stri g! Turk will lay him like 
a carpet, quick." 
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“Т tried to stop him,” Lisette said. “I did everything I 
could!” | 

*Huh?" Cadore looked at her in surprise. "Is he why 
you came? Well, you'll get back before Whitey starts 
spieling another show. You won't have to do any skip- 
ping." 

Cadore's talker was in the center of the ring, waving 
his arms for quiet. In one hand he held some fanned-out 
greenbacks. 

*La-deez and gennelmun!" he bellowed. "We have in 
this corner Turk Monahan, at two hunnerd and thirty- 
five pounds, who once stayed six full rounds with Joe 
Louis. And over on this side of the ring is—uh—Larry 
Hanson, from Crescent City—" 

A chorus of derisive boos. He flapped his hands for 
silence. 

“at two hunnerd and five pounds, to whom Mr, 
Monk Cadore personally guarantees to pay the sum of 
seventy-five dollars in cash, which I hold here, if he is 
still on his feet at the end of three rounds. Mr. Monk 
Cadore will referee.” 

Cadore nodded to Lisette and moved down. the aisle. 
He bounded into the ring and beckoned to both men. 
They came out, there was a brief huddle and they re- 
turned to their corners. A bell rang and they came out 
again, Turk Monahan shuffling his feet, moving slowly, 
Lars bounding forward with his gloves high. 

He looks like a fighter, anyway, Lisette thought hope- 
fully. Maybe... | 

The crowd surged to its feet, roaring. Lars was down, 
on his side, looking dazed. Lisette gasped, heart ham- 
mering painfully. She hadn't even seen Turk hit him. 
Turk was over him, bending down, big gloves poised. 
Monk Cadore was counting. Lars came to a sitting posi- 
tion, then struggled to his feet. He was not entirely up- 
right when Turk swung a fist like a club at his head and 
slammed him down again. 

The crowd bellowed. Lars could not get to his feet. 
The big old bald-lhieaded man kept smashing him back 


— down. The fourth time he fell-or was it the fifth?—he — 
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did not get up at all but crawled toward a corner, pawed 


at the ropes and then pulled himself erect, his back to 
Turk Monahan, who shuffled after him, crowded him 


against the ringpost and thudded blows at the back of 


his neck, his kidneys, his ribs. Lars tried to twist around 
but the big paunchy man held him firmly against the 
ring-post. 

Lars went down again, this time to his knees. He was 
huddled over, a glove up to protect the back of his neck. 
He was crabbing around to face Turk again while Monk 
Cadore counted, his arms seeming to rise and fall aw- 
fully fast, Lisette thought. Then Lars got up again, mov- 
ing too fast this time for Monahan to catch him, getting 
by the big man and out into the center of the ring. 

His face was a white blur, blood-smeared. He turned 
his head and said something angrily to Monk Cadore, 
who looked at him woodenly and gestured for him to go 
ahead and fight, 

Monahan shuffled after Lars, both gloves out in front, 
making dabbing motions. Lars moved in, feinted, then 
landed his first punch, slamming his fist into Monahan’s 
big belly. 

Then Lars was down again, with Cadore counting fast. 
This time Lisette had seen the blow that floored him— 
a ponderous, looping right that anybody should have 
been able to dodge. But Lars took it on the side of his 
jaw and landed so hard on his back that resin puffed 
up from the canvas. 

The crowd's yelling had an angry note now. Men were 
waving watches at Cadore, screaming that the round 
was over. Cadore paid no attention, continuing to count. 

Lars stirred, rolled over and pushed himself up. Mon- 
ahan moved in, clubbing savagely at his head and the 
back of his neck. Lars struggled on up to his feet in spite 
of it. He hit Monahan in the belly again and the old 
fighter went back a step. Lars’ feet moved fast; he shot 
a straight right past Turk Monahan’s guard and the 
gleaming bald head snapped back. But before Lars could 
hit him again, the bell clanged. 

Lisette discovered her chest was aching. She had been 





Пн . =" а -— . DU po — 
in ee Oe eae ek a ee 


ж „т =. а. 


LISETTE 


holding her breath. She exhaled gustily and, with trem- 
bling fingers; lighted a cigarette. The way she felt, it was 
almost as if she had been in the ring herself, taking that 
merciless beating instead of Lars. 

They were giving him the works—a long round, end- 
ing only when Monahan was taking punishment, fast 
counting by Cadore when Lars went down, letting Mon- 
ahan crowd Lars when he was trying to get to his feet, 
those punches he had thrown when Lars was penned in 
the corner with his back turned. 

But, as she had warned Lars, this was not a fight club. 
]t was a carny. 

Lars was standing in his corner, chest heaving as he 
gulped the smoky air. He pawed at his bloody face with 
the back of a glove. There were no stools, no seconds, no 
water to sluice off the blood and sweat. Just a momentary 
rest, not half long enough. Turk Monahan had gone to 
his corner and was staring out at the crowd that was 
booing him. His battered face showed only dull indiffer- 






ence. 

The bell clanged again. This time Lars came out more 
slowly, apparently with the idea of staying away from 
Monahan. For about thirty seconds he danced and cir- 
cled and Lisette heard Cadore’s angry bark as he or- 
dered his fighter to go after him. Lisette could see that 
Lars was trying to keep from being herded into a corner 
but the old pug had a long reach and relentlessly shuf- 
fled after Lars. Suddenly Lars realized he was being 
penned after all. He tried to move in a hurry to get by 
Monahan. Again that right fist looped out and mauled 
Lars to the canvas. 

Again there was the same brutal sequence—Monahan 
standing over him, and battering him down every time 
he attempted to get up, Cadore’s arm flashing up and 
down as he gave a fast count, trying to reach ten before 
Lars could struggle to his feet. Every cruel trick a carny 
fight tent could muster was thrown at the big man with 
the cottony hair who had only ome asset on his side—a - 
dogged refusal to give up. | | 

‘The roar of the crowd mounted insanely. Lisette 
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crushed the cigarette in her palm and never felt the pain 
of the burn though it left a blister for days. Lars' face 
was battered and bruised beyond recognition. How many 
times had that merciless right crashed into it? How 
many times had he been dowm? She had lost count. 
Now she could not watch any longer. She closed her 
eyes and put her hands over her ears, vainly trying to 
drown out the wild screaming all about her. 

Why hadn't she been tougher with him—real mean 
low-down tough? Or, even before that, why had she ever 
listened to him with his preposterous story about being a 
fighter? Why had she been friendly, setting in motion the 
chain of events that had led to this? Why? 

A sudden, deafening silence came abruptly, as if ev- 
eryone in the crowd had simultaneously been struck 
dumb. Lisette opened her eyes. She gasped at what she 
saw. 

Turk Monahan was down, in the center of the ring, a 
big fat man asleep on his face. Backed off a bit, Lars 
Henson stood, feet wide apart, gloves down at his sides, 
sucking in air through his open mouth. 

Monk Cadore was bending over his downed fighter 
and his angry yell came clearly to Lisette. “Get up, you 
palooka. Cet on our feet!” 

The yelling started again. Men were pounding each 
other on the back, pointing toward the ring. A babel of 
loud talk started. Lisette heard some of it. 

“His right.” 

“No, he did it with his left.” 

"Fastest, hardest punch I ever saw. That Irishman 
won't wake up for an hour!” 

“Say, if the guy is really a farmer, he’s wasting his time 
behind a plow.” 

Cadore put out his foot and toed Monahan over onto 
his back. The old pug rolled loosely, like a sack. Cadore 
shrugged, scowling in disgust. The show's talker was 
crawling back into the ring with his handful of mon- 
ey. Cadore took it from him and handed it to Lars. 

Lisette made her way to the flap. She stepped 
through it, outside into the warm night air. She felt as 





though she had been wrenched apart, then roughly put + - 
together again. She had an impulse to laugh and-cry at — 


the same time. 


“ll be damned!” she whispered. “That crazy Swede 


заа Һе did itl" 


The last customer was still shuffling out after the kooch 
show, when the canvas started to come down. A lot of 
the carny was on the move already, the trucks streaming 
out on the jump to the next town. The rides were gone 
and so were most of the wheels. The girls were hastily 
gathering their things in the dressing top, stuffing bags 
and trunks and boxes, and the benches were being hus- 
tled out. The poles were pulled, the kooch tent settled 
with a tired whoosh, and canvasmen ran along the 
seams, unlacing its various segments. 

It was an old story to Lisette. With little to carry away, 
and that all wrapped in newspaper, she was the first one 
out. 

She felt good now, full of life. For the rest of the 
evening she had been on top of her job all the way, really 
giving those ogling males something to yell about, swing- 
ing it hot and fast, accomplishing more with her black 
mesh panties than had Dorinda, nearly naked in her 
few beads. Maybe it was Lars’ success that had set her 
so high. But she kept telling herself it had not been that 
at all. 

The other girls came out, scattering. Dorinda showed 
her curled lip as she passed. She would make the jump 
with Al Kirk in his car. Jean and Sandra, the other two 
girls, were riding truck cabs. Babe had a rattle-trap ja- 
lopy and invited Lisette to share it with her and with 
Lou. Lisette refused the offer. She had some unfinished 
business at this pitch. 

The fight tent was still up. Apparently it would be the 
last to go. Lisette had expected to find Lars there or out 
front near the kooch tent. But he was not in either place. 
- She waited until she saw the canvasmen drop Cadore's 
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tent. Then her anger began to bubble up. Had that 
Swede just grabbed his money and walked off, after all 
the grief he had caused her? 

Lars spoke unexpectedly from behind her, making her 


нә for you quite a while, Miss Lisette, Then I 
couldnt wait any longer—I just had to get something to 
eat.” 

He was chewing on a hamburger and had another 
which he offered her. She bit into it, studying him. Lars 
did not look too bad. Somebody had fixed him up with 
an expert's touch, had closed that cut under his eye with 
adhesive—another one too, on the left side of his јам— 


. and had painted his bruises. Tomorrow those bruises 
would be purple welts, But right now he did not look 
-as if he had been through much of a fight at all. | 


. "I ate six of these,” he said, grinning, holding up his 

hamburger. "And here..." Lars handed her some crum- 

pled bills. “This is what I’ve got left. I hope it covers all 
зи ѕрепё оп те...” 

"This is only twenty bucks," Lisette said sharply. 
"What happened to the rest? I'll bet you got shilled onto 
one of Al Kirk's wired wheels—or roped into his crap 
gamel" 

"Nope, Lars answered, licking ketchup from his 
thumb. “I gave fifty dollars to the fellow I knocked out. 
Felt like it was only fair, seeing as how he got fired and 
Mr. Cadore hired me in his place. I was right sorry for 
him, being old and broke...” 

“Wait a minute,” Lisette cried. She waved her fist un- 
der his nose, clutching his money. “Back up and start 
over! You mean to tell me you've taken a job fighting for 
Monk Cadore?" 

"Sure have. I'm with it now, too." à 

He spoke the old carny phrase as though he had just 
been accepted for membership in an exclusive club. 

"Like hell you are," Lisette yelled. "I saw you fight 
Turk Monahan—and you're the biggest sucker for a 
pun Low saw. Àn stumblebum alive can knock your 
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"That's what Mr. Cadore said. But he's going to teach 
me to do better. Gosh, Miss Lisette, I was hoping you'd 
be glad.” 

He wore that look of dumb adoration again. Lisette 
had a feeling of defeat. Strangely, it was a rather pleas- 
ant feeling. , 

"Stop calling me miss!" she said tartly. "You act as if 
I was a school teacher. And here—take your money. I 
don't wany any of it." 

“Well, you keep it anyway. I’m not much good at 
handling money.” 

She tucked it into her bra then looked about. While 
they had been talking, the carny had almost vanished. 

“Come on. If we hang around here any longer, we're 
going to be not with it—but without itl” 





Five 


LISETTE sat in the cook tent at supper time, gnawing 
away happily at a pork chop she held with both hands. 
She had been delighted to discover that Zilman's Shows 
included a cook tent—not a big one, no fancy menu, but 
the prices were reasonable and it was a high cut above 
living off a burger stand. 

Talking with her mouth full, waving the pork chop for 
emphasis, she gave advice to Lars, who sat beside her 
at the long wooden table. 

“Monk Cadore is paying you to hang on to that sev- 
enty-five bucks for him, so don’t you go club fighter. No 
fancy handshaking and being nice and polite. You belt 
out those big lugs he puts in the ring with you—and do 
it quick. And keep your face out of the way of wild 
swings!” 

Tl try," Lars said earnestly, 

“Now, you go start getting ready.” 

He stood up reluctantly. He was not anxious to go. 
But Lisette wanted to get rid of him. Gosh, he had been 
tagging around after her all day. Let him look out for 
himself for a while. Sure, he was nice company, she en- 
joyed being with him, but she wanted to circulate a lit- 
tle, get acquainted around the lot, without having Lars 
always at her heels, 

And she wanted to get off a postcard to Billboard, to 
let Ned know where she was. 

Babe came in just as Lars went out. She was wearing 
the gaudy gold wrapper she used on the bally stand, with 
a lot of bare legs showing. Lars stared and Babe gave 
him a bright, startled smile. 

She went on to pick up her food, then carried the tray 
back and sat down beside Lisette. 
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“Gosh, who's that big, good-looking lug I just saw?” — 
she demanded. 

Lisette snorted. “Good-looking? There must be some- 
thing wrong with your eyes. Hes Monk Cadores new 
fighter." 

*Well, I still think he's good-looking. But he won't stay 
that way long if he’s working for Monk... Say, I just ran 
into Sandra—you know, the girl who does the veil dance? 
She said she heard this was a cold town, that the Bannon 
carny played through here only a couple of weeks ago 
and didn’t even make their nuts.” 

“That’s bad,” Lisette said. “Zilman should have | 
watched his route so he wouldn't follow another show | 
so close." 

"Well, if we start running short, you can guess what | 
it’s going to mean.” | 

*Blow-offs?" 

“Yeah. Usually it’s just on Saturday night, maybe > 
Sunday. It can get pretty rocky when you run two or | 
three at the same stand. The same guys come back and 

| 
| 





you've got to practically sit in their laps or they raise 
Cain." 

“Oh, well,” Lisette said philosophically. 

“I guess so,” Babe agreed. She giggled. “Actually, I 
kind of like blow-offs. You know, the excitement. And 
they’re—uh—more honest, kind of. You can’t show much - 
more in a regular show than a guy can see at a swim- 
ming pool, the way bathing suits keep getting skimpier _ 
all the time." | | 

Lisette smiled agreement. She had thought the same 
thing, herself. Maybe before long kooching would be 
nothing but blow-offs. 

“I won't work stags, though,” Babe went on. “Some 
carnies, they keep you busy running out every day to 
put on stags. Not me! That's one reason I came with the 
Bidwells. Sadie won't have anything to do with stags.” 

Lisette repressed a laugh. She had already learned 
that Babe and Lou shared a living top where the wel- 
come mat was out for men at all hours. Lisette had 
worked stags herself, one winter on the Coast when noth- 





A z --— € M e EL - 






54 LISETTE 
ing else was available, and she didn’t mind them. But 
_ she would never play Miss Roundheels, like Babe. It 
. just went to show, maybe, that all kooch girls were crazy, 
one way or another, the things they'd do or wouldn't do. 

"We might work a blow-off tonight,” Babe said. “Our 
nut is a big one and Sadie gets awfully nervous if the 
dough doesn't roll in fast right from the start.” 

The nut—the amount of money it took to keep a show 
going. 

By now, Lisette knew the general set-up of the Zilman 
Show. Abe Zilman provided electricity, water, labor to 
put up the tents, take them down and move them. He 
took care of all advertising and all the required licenses. 
He handled the "juice"—bribes to local officials. He took 
care of complaints, was general overseer of the whole 
layout. He owned none of the attractions. They paid him 
to show with his carnival. Al Kirk owned the wheels 
and all the miscellaneous grift. Whitey Bidwell owned 
and operated the kooch tent, and Monk Cadore the fight 
tent. 

In such a set-up, a tent owner like Whitey could run 
in the red quickly if he hit rough going and the crowds 
fell off, especially if he did not have much capital in 
reserve. And Lisette had seen indications that Whitey, 
for some reason she could not guess, was operating al- 
most from one show to the next. 

"Well, if we work a blow-off tonight, we'll make it a 
good one," Lisette said, getting up to go. 

"Yeah—and it could be extra exciting," Babe observed. 

"How's that?" 

"Dorinda never likes anybody to top her—especially 
when she's dancing with nothing on," Babe said. 

They worked a blow-off that night. 

The crowds were thin and straggly all through the 
early part of the evening and Whitey's most imflamma- 
tory words could not fill the kooch tent. The girls stayed 
longer and longer out on the bally stand, wriggled 
harder and harder, slid their robes down about their 
shoulders, promised undreamed-of ecstasies with their 
eloquent eyes and smiling lips. It helped very little. And 












it made for bad shows. You couldn't do your best when 
you were working to empty benches and lackluster ap- 
plause. 

Of all the theories offeled to explain why business was 
so bad, Sadie's seemed the most logical. 

"Two carnivals through here ahead of us," she said, 
“snd both with kooches. I hear both were pretty punk, 
too. They just won't go for legs, no matter how good 
they look on the bally stand." 

“Maybe we better show them more than legs,” Babe 
suggested. 

“Maybe. Abe’s still dickering about the juice, though. 
We'll have to wait.” 

“Look,” Dorinda interrupted, “that juice better be set 
good and tight before I work a blow-off in this town. 
No hick constable is gonna throw me in a corn-country 
hoosegow!” 

“So if you're worried about the juice, go yap at Abe 
Zilman,” Sadie snapped. “I’m sure he'd be tickled to 
death to listen to you jaw about it—you, of all people!” 

Dorinda turned red and subsided. Lisette wondered 
what was behind Sadie’s tart remark. It had shut up 
Dorinda in a hurry. The other girls were rolling their 
eyes at each other, grinning over the redhead's discom- 
hture. 

The fight tent seemed to be doing fair business. From 
the bally stand, Lisette saw the crowd gathered there 
with Lars on the platform above them, bare chest thrust 
out, arm muscles big under the lights. Cadore's talker was 
blaring his challenge to any local mauler to take his 
chances with “—that well-known young heavyweight 
contender, Larry Henson|” 

The kooch girls finished a show some time after ten, 
to an unusually empty row of benches. They trooped 
off to find a tight-lipped Sadie waiting for them. 

“Two more shows, then a blow-off,” she said. “Whitey 
just turned the boys loose with the tickets. And take your 
bras off for the stand from here on. We've got to build 
that blow-off—and build it fast.” | 

She glanced at Dorinda, as though expecting an ob- 





9 ing to warm up." 
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melon breasts and scarlet nipples already uncovered. 
Not bad, Lisette thought ungrudgingly, not bad at all. 
But just put her alongside Dorinda and she was still 
confident she would draw the most looks. 


The girls did not like the sound of the blow-off crowd 
as it shuflled in. 

"They sound sore," Lisette said. "Tve got a hunch 
they're going to be hard to please.” 

“Yeah,” Babe said. “And I've got a hunch, too—that 
well be plenty glad when teardown comes for this pitch. 
You hit a cold town, you can tell it pretty quick. You 
can tell if it's going to warm up or not. This one isn’t go- 

Lisette nodded sober agreement. “Probably those 
shows before us didn’t deliver what they promised. Some- 
times men who've been gypped by teasing koochers in 
other shows will buy blow-off tickets just to raise hell 
no matter what you show them. That might be what 
were up against here..." ~ 

Whitey Bidwell came in, mopping his bald head with 
a handkerchief. His eyes flickered over them, six nude 
women, wordlessly waiting. He cleared his throat and 
spoke huskily. 

“Guess you can tell. It isn't a good crowd. Not a good 
pitch, either—nobody took in much tonight. Abe’s chang- 
ing the route. We're going to leave Nebraska and jump 
north, hunting places where canvas hasn't been ahead of 


. us. Or maybe a set spot in a busy amusement park. But 


we've got to stick out the week. And right now, we must 
give this bunch a show that will send them home satis- 
fied and bring us some repeat business.” 

Sadie had come in after him and listened frowningly 
to the last of his speech. Now she said, “Get out front 
and try to warm them up, Bidwell. Crack jokes until you 
see help come in and pack the front. I sent word to Kirk 
and his boys—” | | 

“Now, Sadie,” he protested worriedly. *Abe had enough 
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trouble with the juice. There's liable to be hell to pay Њ 
those grifters start swinging stakes and we have a braw 3 

"Tm not taking any chances on having this tent 
wrecked,” Sadie snapped. "You girls—get yourselves 
ready. And how many times have I got to tell you to 
cover yourselves when a man comes in here?" | 

They hustled around, renewing make-up. This would 
be about the same as a regular show, only a little wilder, 

a little more flagrant in its deliberate appeal to lust. 

From what they could hear, Whitey seemed to be get- 
ting nowhere with his nervous wisecracks. Sullen growls 
reached their ears, soft at first, then increasing in volume, 
drowning Whitey out. He gave up at last and signaled 
Sadie to cut in the music. | 

The girls caught the tempo and hit the stage. The first 
all-on at a blow-off was always something of a tease. 
Sandra had her veils, Babe a little semi-transparent para- 
sol that she held in front of her and twirled. Sadie had 
thrust a ratty muff at Lisette. She lifted it to cover half 
her breasts. | 

They gave it all they had—enticing smiles, sparkling 
eyes, smart steps and high kicks in time to the hot, brassy 
music. And as they worked, they watched the crowd 
and tried to gauge it. 

Lisette saw the faces, the mouths, the eyes—and they 
were baleful. 

So what if they had been gypped by carnies through 
here ahead of Zilman's? Why should they take it out on 
a bunch of girls who were better-looking, who were show- 
ing them more already than they would ever again see 
in this hick town? 

Carny men were packed at the front, their eyes rivet- 
ed on the crowd instead of the stage. They would be 
carrying tent stakes. Lisette hoped fervently they would 
not have to use them. She had been in several carny 
riots. They weren't pleasant. 

She saw Al Kirk, at the back, smoking a big cigar. 

The all-on did not go over. There was no applause, 
They must have seen teasing all-ons before followed by 








58 LISETTE 


. Shows that continued to tease but never produced. 


They started to yell. 

"Take it off!” 

The girls returned to the dressing top. They looked at 
each other and shrugged, sharing the same thought. This 
was going to be a real tough one. 

Lisette tossed aside the muff and drew a deep breath. 
Now she had to go out and face them alone. Sadie, face 
pinched and taut, squeezed her arm. 

_ “—presenting that international favorite, Lisette, in her 
Passion Dance!” 

Lisette knocked on wood and went out into the glare 
of the lights, a girl with a moist red mouth and tousled 
blonde hair and gleaming white body, hitting the planks 
as hard as she could with her high-heeled dancing shoes, 
yelling, tousling her hair still more, giving them noise 
and violent action and wild abandon, trying to grab and 
hold them and shock them out of their enmity. 

She almost did it, too. You could feel when you were 
shaking up a crowd and turning it your way, making 
everyone in it forget where he was and who was beside 
him. Lisette got that feeling now. It made her work even 
harder, And she overdid it. 

She worked too close to stage front, And she forgot 
to work mostly from side to side, to minimize detection 
of the fact that she was wearing more than her shoes. 

Somebody yelled wrathfully, then somebody else. Then 
they were all yelling at her, over and over. 

“Take it off!” Take it off!” 

Sadie was beckoning. Lisette lingered long enough to 
close with a punch, whether they appreciated it or not. 

“All right, hon,” Sadie said. “All right. You were plenty 
good and they didn’t care. You better put something on, 
E they cut loose, we'll all have to get out of here in a 


urry. 
“We could try them with just the patch,” Lisette said. 
"The law here won't stand for it. This town is sour on 
carnies. Okay, Babe, give them all you can! And if they 
start to get up, you duck off in a hurry." 
Lisette did not put anything else on. If it did come 
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to a free-for-all, she would take her chances with the 
other girls. She removed the little she had on, sponged 
herself, renewed her make-up and lighted a cigarette. 
Then she sat waiting silently, anxiously, with the others. 

Only Dorinda was making some noise. There had been 
a few loud, rough comments thrown straight at her dur- 
ing the all-on. Now she was swearing to herself as the 
volume of sound grew greater out front. Lisette won- 
dered if Dorinda would try to duck her turn. 

Babe had a bad time, too, and came off shaking her 
head. It was even worse with Lou, though her Junoesque 
build quieted them for a moment. Lou was too placid, 
too slow-moving. She should have been spotted first in a 
blow-off. 

It went on and on, straining nerves to the breaking 
point. There was a moment of uproar while Sandra was 
on. She reported that a couple of drunks in the first row 
had tried to climb up on the stage. But a big canvasman 
had shoved them back into their seats. 

Only two more solos, then only one more. Dorinda. 
Maybe the troupe could make it. 

But Dorinda ripped off the lid. l 

From the dressing tent, they heard the uproar take on 
an ugly note. Lisette, still nude, crowded up- alongside 
Sadie to see what was causing it. For a moment or two 
she could not understand... 

Then Lisette heard Dorinda's voice and realized she 
was violating one of the two absolute “don'ts” for any 
blow-off. The first was never to get scared and show it. 
The second was never to talk back to the audience. Dor- 
inda was throwing brutal, nasty words right out of the 
gutter straight at them. You could hear her all over the 
tent, even above the crowd's roar. | 

There was no time to think. In another second that 
mob would be on the move, heading for the stage. Lis- 
ette moved swiftly. She squeezed past Sadie and ran out 
on the stage. Her angry yell cut through everything else. 

“SHUT UPF 4 

It chopped of the noise like a meat cleaver. Every 
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pair of goggling eyes focused on her. Hands on hips, she 
glared at the audience. 

"What do you want us to do—turn ourselves inside out 
for you? We've given you a good show, as good as any 
outfit anywhere could. You got your money's worth and 
you know it. But you've been yelling for somebody with 
everything off—so take a good look and then go on home!” 

She was quivering all over. She would not be able to 
hold them long. But Sadie picked it up at just the right 
moment, turning on the march that always ended the 
show. The shills began to move the crowd out and Al 
Kirks carny men helped shove them along. 

Babe threw a wrapper around Lisette. Babe’s mouth 
yu a big O of admiration. Sadie patted Lisette on the 

ck. 


Abe Zilman himself came in, a small, dark, moon-faced 
man who was smiling in great relief. 

"Twenty years under canvas and I never saw a brawl 
stopped in its tracks like that before!” he said. "No, there 
won't be any kickback. I just slipped the law another 
sawbuck and squared it.” 

Al Kirk was with Zilman. 

“Thanks,” Al told her, grinning warmly. 








THINGS quieted quickly. Babe and Lou went off to the 
tent they shared together and Whitey and Sadie headed 
for their trailer. Sandra and Jean brought out some cots 
and started setting them up. They slept in the dressing 
top. Dorinda put on slacks and a sweater and went out 
to join Al Kirk. It was only a minute before they started 
quarreling. 

- Lisette was not interested enough to listen. She bor- 
rowed a couple of blankets from Sandra and Jean and 
started looking for a place to bed down. 

Where you slept was your own business. Sometimes 
you took a room in a hotel But Lisette wanted new 
clothes and a classy front as soon as possible so she. 
did not even consider hitting Sadie for an advance and 
heading for town. She walked through the kooch tent, 
wearing her wrapper, blankets under her arm. For a 
moment she thought about staying right there. She had 
bunked on benches and stage planks many times. But 
the smoke was still thick and she wanted fresh air. She 
headed out into the cool night and almost at once spot- 
ted just the right place. 

It was the bally stand. This was made up of sections 
that fitted together. It was closed off on the midway side 
and at each end but in the rear there was an opening 
where two sections did not quite meet. Lisette squeezed 
through and investigated. 

Whitey had stowed some stuff under the stand, extra 
canvas mostly. It made an acceptable mattress. Lisette 
spread the blankets, took off the wrapper and stretched 


out. 
She had been lying there for only a few minutes when 
| 6 а 
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she heard somebody coming up close to the stand. The 
sound came from the rear. 

The footsteps stopped directly in front of the opening 
in the base through which she had squeezed. 

Lisette gasped and put her hand over her mouth. Of 
course! In the excitement, she had forgotten all about 
Lars Henson. Now, like a faithful watchdog, he had 
found her and was settling down where anybody trying 
to get at her would have to tramp over him first, 

She threw off her blanket and scurried over to the 
opening to make sure. Lars was sitting on the ground, 
his back propped against the stand. 

"What in blazes do you think you're doing?" Lisette 
demanded. "Didn't Monk fix you up with a place to 
sleep?" 

"Why, there's a cot in the back of the fight tent he said 
I could use," Lars told her. "But I was worried about 
you. I heard some talk there might be trouble, Liz.” 

She laughed, Only schoolmates when she had been a 
child had ever called her by that name. Well, it was a 
welcome change from his usual “Miss Lisette.” 

“How did you make out tonight, by the way?” 

“All right, I guess,” Lars answered abstractedly. "I had 
three fights and none of them went more than a round. 
I didn't get cut up much, either... What's a blow-off?" 

Lisette bit her lip. She had hoped to steer him away 
from the subject. 

"Oh, its anything that brings in extra money. Some- 
thing in addition to the regular show." | 

Lars seemed satisfied with this sketchy explanation. 
“Well, anyway, when Monk said there might be trouble, 
I came over to lend a hand. I saw everybody leaving 
your tent and hung around until you came out, carrying 
blankets. I didn’t mean to bother you but it looked to 
meena wasn't too safe, a girl sleeping in a place like 


"Ive bunked in a lot worse places," Lisette snorted. 
"Go on over to the fight tent and turn in." 
“No.” That balky stubbornness entered his voice, "I 
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wouldn't rest none, if I did. Ill make out fine. You just 
go to sleep and don't worry any about me." 

“Oh, you—you—!” Lisette scrambled back to her blan- 
kets, wadded one up and threw it at the opening. “Come 
on inside, so you won't get drowned by the dew—and 
wrap up in that. And stop right there—" He was just 
through the opening. "Dont you dare come any closer." 

He did not answer but went about spreading the blan- 
ket and shaking the wrinkles from it. Then he sat down, 
removed both shoes, took off his coat and folded it for 
a pillow, stretched out at one side of the blanket and 
pulled the rest of it up over him. In not more than a 
minute, he was snoring easily. 

But Lisette was not sleeping. She breathed fiercely, 
“Oh, you big oaf!” She could not have been more exas- 
perated. Tears actually rose to her eyes. 

She bore her frustration in silence for a few minutes, 
turning and tossing on her blankets. But with this attrac- 
tive giant of a man only a few feet away, her natural 
urges suddenly became too much for her. She swung to 
her feet, stepped over to him, stood looking down at him 
a moment. Then she drew back her leg, and delivered a 
robust kick to his. backside. 

The effect was unexpected. 

So hard was Lars' body, even in those anatomical por- 
tions which in most men are yielding, if not downright 
tender, that Lisette's toes ached as if she had stubbed 
them on a rock. She grabbed the paining foot in one 
hand, began to hop around on the other foot, at the same 
time screaming rather naughty names at Lars. 

Awakened more by the noise than by the impact of 
her throbbing limb, poor Lars innocently wondered what 
he had done wrong. Liette soon set him straight. 

“What kind of a man are you?” she demanded. “Do 
you have to go to sleep on me like that? Why, half the 
men in this county would give an arm to spend a night 
with me!” She stopped talking to devote herself to hop- 
ping around a bit more and rubbing her wounded toes. 

He reached up and pulled her down to him. 

“You told me not to come closer—" 
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"Well, you didn't have to take me seriously, did you?" 

"But it's not right, Liz, honey. We—we aren't married." 

She snorted. "It was perfectly right the other night, 
wasn't it?" 

"I know—but...Liz, gosh, what are you doing?" 

“Don't you like it, lover?” 

"Sure I do...1..." Lars gave up trying to talk. 

Lisette snuggled under the blanket with him. And 
there in the dark began a memorable love session, one 
neither of them would ever forget. This confrontation of 
the two handsome bodies was quite different from the 
one which had occurred previously. Lars was not shy or 
constrained, this time—far from it. And Lisette was not 
the teacher guiding a neophyte; rather, she was all 
woman, content to abide by the whims and dictates of 
her mate. 

And so Lars, although shocked by his own lusts, used 
her again and again. No part of her was sacred, no deli- 
cious nook or cranny was off limits to his probing desire. 
Her satiny hips, her generous breasts, her lips, all these 
he made subservient to his exploring ardor. And as 
each effort of his seemingly tireless physique carried her 
to new bliss she cried out in sheer delight. 

At last they paused for rest. Lisette lay with her head 
on his lap and gratefully, lovingly, he stroked her hair. 
But suddenly desire for this man, for all of him, wracked 
er again. Her lips parted. She murmured, “My lover 

ју— 

“AR!” 

His cry was compounded half of torment, half of ec- 
stasy. Lisette lost herself in her own blissful agonies. .. . 

Thus went the night. 


It rained hard all the next day. Mud and wetness 
made a show that night out of the question. 

Lisette had time to ask Babe about Dorinda. 

“She came on the lot back in April as Abe Zilman’s 
woman,” Babe told her. “Whitey was glad to do Abe a 
favor by giving her a job, even if she wasn't a carny and 
never would be. Then Al Kirk took her away from Abe." 





*And Zilman stood for it?" Lisette asked incredulously. 

“Well, if he tangled with Al, he might find all the 
wheels pulled out of his carny and no substitutes handy. 
He had to stand for it. | ' 

"The way it is now," Babe continued, "I think Al would 
give plenty to get Dorinda's hooks out of him. He likes 
to play around but not for keeps—and Dorinda is all 
out to stand him before a justice of the peace and get 
legal title to half of his big bankroll. The way she runs 
of any girl that Al even looks at twice, maybe shell 
succeed, too." 

“Where does Whitey fit in, keeping her on when she's 
the cause of so much trouble?” Lisette asked. 

“Oh, Whitey can’t stay away from Al Kirk's crap game. 
He's on the cuff to Al for a flock of 1.0,U.’s. Even after 
what she pulled last night—she never had to face a real 
tough blow-off crowd before, I guess—Whitey has to put 
up with her.” 

So that was how it all fitted together. Lisette mulled 
it over that afternoon as she sat in the fight tent and 
watched Monk Cadore work out with Lars, while rain 
beat a tattoo on the canvas overhead. 

After it was over and Lars had gone to wash up and 
dress, she confronted Monk pugnaciously. 

“What's the idea of hitting him so hard?” she snapped. 

“What's the big Swede to you, anyway?” Monk coun- 
tered. To Lisette, the ex-fighter seemed hurt, even jeal- 
ous. “You his woman?” 

Lisette flushed. “No, He just started tagging around 
after me—and he’s so green it’s pitiful. I'm only trying to 
wise him up. That's all.” 

“Well, I'm only trying to wise him up, too,” Monk said. 
“He's a good boy, the best I ever had. Too good for this 
kind of racket. What he’s got is the rarest thing in fight- 
ing, just about. You ever see Joe Louis fight, when he 
was good? Well, the Swede has the same thing—the abil- 
ity to throw a straight punch through a knot-hole, close 
up, and knock a man stone-cold stiff. You got any idea 
how much that’s worth, when a guy is as big as the 
Swede—and a fighter?” 














у Lisette stared at him. "Ah, you're off your rocker," she 


. scoffed. "He's just a palooka and you know it." 


"Sure, he is-now," Monk agreed. "Just the same, he's 
got a cast-iron jaw and he doesn't know how to quit. He 
can learn footwork and how to handle a punch. I can 
teach him. But nobody can teach a man to punch the 
way he punches. Nobody has to—he already knows how!” 

“So what?” Lisette asked. “What are you driving at?” 

“I don't know. Ask me that again in about a month,” 
Monk said, getting up and moving off. 

By late afternoon the next day, the hot sun and fast- 
drying grounds made it definite that they would show 
that night. Lisette had been prowling restlessly along 
the midway, trying out the rides that ran from mid- 
afternoon on for the kids and getting to know everybody 
on the lot. Along about five, she headed for the kooch 
tent and saw Babe with Lars. 

He had come out of the fight tent, wearing only his 
pants and shoes, his big chest still damp from a recent 
sponge. He was glancing uncertainly toward the kooch 
tent and Lisette knew he was hoping to glimpse her. 

Babe was wearing her gold wrapper that showed so 
much leg. A display like that, Lisette fully realized, 
could give a man high-octane ideas. 

She headed toward them in a hurry and came up just 
as Babe was squeezing Lars’ bulging biceps. 

“Gosh, you're strong." She was giggling. “I declare, I 
never saw such a big strong man.” 

“Well, I'm a fighter, miss,” Lars answered seriously. 
“And you don’t get anywhere, fighting, unless you're 
strong.” 

"TII bet if you hugged a girl like me, you'd just break 
her in two,” Babe said. 

Lisette shoved Babe with both hands, sending her 
back a couple of steps. 

“Get away from him, Babe. And after this, stay away.” 
You understand?” Lisette’s eyes Hashed angrily and her 
lips came together in a tight line. 

Babe's mouth fell open in astonishment. “Gosh, Lisette, 
why didn't you tell me? I didn't know." 
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“Well, you know now." 

“Sure,” Babe said. 

Lars looked from Babe, retreating hastily, to Lisette. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked. M 

“Oh, put on a shirt,” Lisette said, "and let's go eat.” 

The big idiot, she thought fondly. Babe had made as 
open a play for him as a girl could make—and he hadn't 
even known itl 











Seven 


BUSINESS was a little better that Wednesday evening. 
They had to work another blow-off to make up for the 
night lost to bad weather. Again they removed their bras 
for the bally-stand flash at the last two regular shows, 
to build it up. As she flipped open her wrapper and 
turned to run off down the steps, Lisette wondered if 
Lars, standing on the fight tent bally stand less than a 
hundred feet away, could see her bare breasts. She 
wondered, too, when he was going to find out about 
kooch tent blow-offs, Until now, Monk had kept him too 
busy to visit while a show was on. | 

The effect the big guy had on her was surprising—but 
she liked it. Now she hurried to finish dressing, so she 
could join him. 

Lars deserved better treatment than she had been giv- 
ing him. Why, she hadn't as much as let him kiss her 
since that night in the tourist cabin back in Kansas. To- 
night, Lisette decided, she was going to let him kiss her. 
If it didn’t stop at kissing—and she thought it wouldn't 
because he had been pretty quick at picking up his cue 
before—why, that would be all right, too. This time, 
though, she would try to get it over to him that it was 
only temporary, only until Ned came back to her. 

After the show she left the tent and found Lars wait- 
ing for her. | 

The rigidity of his body, the tightness of his face, told 
her at once that something had gone wrong. She did not 
have to wait long to find out what it was. 

“I saw you,” he blurted. “I heard the yelling and asked 
Monk what was happening and he said go ahead and 
find out. So I came over here and looked in just as you 
started dancing... Liz, how could you do it? How could 
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you go out there like that, all those men staring at you?” 


“Now, wait a minute, before you go off half-cocked,” 
Lisette said. “I was doing that kind of thing a long time 
before I met you. 

“Well, you won't do it any more. Tonight was the last 
time." 

There was a surprising note of firmness in his voice. It 
made Lisette retort angrily, in spite of her determination 
to stay cool and try to reason with him. 

"Oh, yeah?" she snapped. "And what will I live on? 
Your fat earnings?" 

"Thats right. Were quitting this carnival right now, 
both of us,” Lars said. “Liz, I—-I've been going along, not 
because I like being here but because I had to be near 
you. After that night in Kansas . . . well, I'm just so crazy 
about you I'd do almost anything and take almost any- 
thing. But I can't stand other men looking at you without 
any clothes on! So were going to leave and get married. 
Monk says Ive been picking up things fast and I'm pret- 
ty sure I can get some fights and make out all right. But 
if I can't, I'll find a job and take care of you.. 

“Stop right there,” Lisette yelled. “You pitched that 
spiel once before and I thought I made my answer plain 
enough then. But if I didn’t, you listen good this time 
and get it through your thick head once and for all-I'm 
not leaving this carny—and I'm not going to marry you!” 

He seemed unable to believe his ears. 

“But Liz—what happened that night... didn’t it mean 
anything to you?” > 

"It meant I had a good time. So did you. And that 
was all.” 

Judging by his stricken look, she could not have hurt 
him more had she spat in his face. And her own words 
did not sound too nice to her, either. She tried to soften 
them. 

"Listen, Lars, can't you see it wouldn't work? I'm show- 
girl and TIl always be showgirl. Wed both be miserable 
and wind up hating each other. Besides... You see, I 
like you, honest—I like you a lot. But Fm not in love with 

you—and is that my fault? There’s another guy—” Lisette 
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| j caught herself, biting her lip. No need to go into that. 
__ She went on, “If you'll just be a little reasonable and not 
act so darned blue-nosed, I—I'll be your girl. All the way, 
Lars... just as long as I can...” 

_ Her voice trailed off. His big shoulders were squaring, 
his mouth hardening. He was getting that balky-mule 
look. Lars shook his head. It jolted her to realize he was 
not only refusing her offer but was also telling her good- 
bye. He backed away, turned and started off with his 
long stride, heading toward the fight tent. That would 
be only a brief stop. He would keep on going. He was 
quitting the carnival. 

She fought down the impulse to follow him. After all, 
she had made her pitch and he had not done any buying. 
It was his way or no way at all, as far as Lars was con- 
cerned. And Lisette knew she just could not do it his 
way. Not ever. She had too much show business in her 
to quit now. 

She saw another shadow moving slowly toward her. 

It was Al Kirk. He came up to her, chewing on a big 
cigar. A diamond flashed brilliantly as he lifted his hand 
to remove the cigar from his mouth. He had a wide grin. 

“Sounds carry at this hour,” he said. “I heard most of 
what you two were jiving about. I was just on my way 
to have a little spiel with you.” | 

"Im fresh out of talk,” Lisette said. "So make tracks— 
before that redhead catches up with you." 

"Shes out of the way—riding hot dice at the crap 
game. I left word for them to stay hot till I got back... 
I've been wondering if you'd tie a can to that big goofus 
or if I would have to move in and shake him off for you." 

“Not you. Six of your men with tent stakes, maybe,” 
Lisette said tartly. 

“Have it your own way. It’s worked before when I 
wanted to be rid of somebody. When I want anything 
bad, I don’t care how I get it. I want you. When do we 
get together, baby?” 

“You're doing the talking. Suppose you tell me.” 

"All right. I'm driving to Omaha right now on busi- 
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ness. I'll be back Friday afternoon. How about dinner 
then in my suite at the hotel as a starter?” 


“And I cross claws with Dorinda that night as a fin- 


isher?” 

Al Kirk frowned angrily. “Maybe I'm tired of having 
Dorinda around. Maybe I could be plenty grateful to 
somebody who got her out of my hair. Is it a date? Fri- 
day, six o'clock, my place?" 

Lisette shrugged. "Why not?" 

Kirk flipped a hand at her and went off, walking fast 
along the midway. Lisette crawled under the stand, 
squirmed around until she was comfortable and covered 
herself with a blanket. 

Yeah, she thought, why not? It had to come. Might as 
well ram into it head-on and get it over with, one way or 
the other. And the way she felt now, she did not much 
care who won—Dorinda or her—when the showdown 
came... 


Lisette had never entered a hotel like this one without 
those same smells assailing her nostrils. A rancid, greasy 
effluvia—somebody cooking on a hot plate—and how many 
times she had done that herself? The oily reek of furni- 
ture polish, mixing with the sharp, biting fumes of dis- 
infectant. Outside of one door, a tangled miasma of 
odors—lavender bath soap and spilled whiskey and 
heavy, cloying perfume. Beyond the door, a girl giggled 
throatily, against the background of a man’s bass growl. 
Both were abruptly silent as the taps on Liz shoes 
sounded loudly in the hall. 

She went on, knocked at Kirk's door and he opened it 
instantly, as though he had been standing on the other 
side of it waiting for her. He wore gray slacks, saddle- 
stitched shoes and a nylon shirt with an elaborate mono- 
gram. His teeth flashed brilliantly against his swarthy 
face and sleek black mustache. 

"Come in," he said warmly. "Sit down." 

He grabbed a cobwebbly chemise from a cushioned 
divan and threw it into a corner of the room. It was Dor- 
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- inda's. Lisette had seen it in ње ue top. Somehow, 

the g 'esture heightened her own edgy, uncertain feeling. 
was a water bucket filled with shaved ice on a 

small table. The neck of a bottle stuck out of the bucket. 

Kirk gave the bottle a twirl. | 

"Brought this from Omaha,” he confided, "This burg 
never saw champagne, outside of the movies. Wish I 
could serve it right but all I could scare up was a couple 
of water glasses. Still, no matter how you drink it, there's 
nothing like champagne to start things off right. Dont 
you agree, Lisette?” 

"Oh, sure, she said, "I have it for breakfast, every 
morning, when I'm in the chips. My maid brings it to me 
in bed." 

Kirk stared at her, thick dark brows running together 
momentarily as he frowned. Then he decided it was a 
gag and he laughed. — 

Lisette sipped the champagne. She would have pre- 
ferred whiskey. She had a feeling it would help tonight 
if she got drunk. 

Kirk sat down beside her. He reached for her free 
hand and squeezed it. She could sense the restless desire 
in him, the quivering eagerness that he held impatiently 
in restraint. 

“I had a good trip," he said, his hand shifting to her 
thigh, fondling it. “Made some money—a lot of ranon, 
You want to know how much?” 

“No,” she said. “TIl take your word for it” 

“Huh? You mean to say you're the only woman in the 
world whose ears don't lap when money is mentioned? 
You're not going to start digging for some leaves off 
the outside of my roll?” 

“Why should IP” Lisette asked. "You know you're not 
going to get me cheap and I know you know it. So why 
waste time talking? Just make the first payment and go 
on from there,” 

He studied her and little sharp wrinkles appeared 
around his eyes. 
~ “Well...I figured about a C-note to start. But I 
thought you'd show a little pleasure at getting it." 
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"Oh, Ill show all the pleasure you want,” she said, “aft- 
er you hand it over.” | Tex d edi ЖМ 

. The wrinkles deepened. He brought out a fat sheaf of 
money, the bills folded over once and held by a gold- 
money clasp. All the outside bills were hundreds. He — 
peeled one off and handed it to her. Lisette tucked it — . 
under her bra. Then she leaned toward him. 

“All right,” she said. “Now, why don't you kiss me?" 

The man’s arms whipped about her, squeezing hard. 
His lips ground into hers hungrily. She closed her eyes. 
She had been fairly certain before but now she was ab- 
solutely sure. She did not like Al Kirk. She never could 
like him. All the sly evil in him came through to her in 
that kiss. 

Kirk released her. Angrily he threw her backward 
against the divan. 

^What is this, anyway?" he snapped. "Td get more re- 
sponse from a wax dummy! If you think you're going to 
take me for a sleigh ride, youd better change your 
mind—" 

Lisette evaded his glare as she poured more cham- 
pagne into her glass and downed it. Darkness was creep- 
ing into the room. Of in the distance she heard the 
grinding music of the carny merry-go-round. First bally 
time was almost due. 

She told herself that she had the chance of her life 
here, if she would only play up to it a little. A man with 
Al Kirk’s connections and bankroll had never come her 
way before. She knew she could handle him, cleverly, 
for plenty. Not like Dorinda. She wouldn’t make any 
stupid pitch for a wedding ring. Kirk wasn’t the marry- 
ing kind. His pride lay in conquest. She could grant her 
favors and withhold them, until he went half-crazy and 
paid any price she named. 

So what if she didn't like him? There were other men 
she hadn't especially liked, either—but that hadn't kept 
her from using them, from applying the lever of sex skill- 
fully enough to get what she wanted. 

But that had been in the past, before Lars... я 

Kirk's anger was growing. He had expected something 
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а lot different. Lisette leaned toward him, curved her 
arms around his neck and glued her lips to his, slowly, 
with rising pressure and heat, parting them, bringing her 


whole body close to his. 


When she released him and settled back again, his 
eyes were smoldering coals and he was grinning. 

"That's more like it. For a minute you had me feeling 
like a humpty-dumpty. Now—” 

A knock sounded at the door. Kirk scowled. He got up 
and went over to the door, snapping a question through 
Каер воне eae grin again as he swung 

"Its the waiter from the restaurant down the street. 
He's got our dinners. Porterhouse steaks, big ones! ll 
clean off the table and he can set things up right here. 
And—uh—if you want to go inside...” 

His eyes swept over her figure, a greedy, impatient 
look that stripped her naked. Lisette nodded casually. 

"Sure. What's in there?" 

He licked his lips. "Something else I brought from 
Omaha—something with plenty of frills. You know..." 

She knew. Something as sheer and gossamer as Dor- 
indas chemise. And the next time he saw Lisette, he 
wanted her to be in it. She nodded again, starting across 
the room. Kirk hurried to intercept her, His hands were 
moist and quivering as they boldly fondled her. She put 
pressure into her lips as she kissed him again. Kirk was 
delighted. 

“Hurry up,” he said, “Ill hustle that guy out of 
here..." 

Lisette caressed his cheek with her fingertips and went 
on into the bedroom. 

She closed the door and leaned back against it. There 
was still light enough for her to see the bed and the neg- 
ligee Kirk had spread out on it. Lisette walked over slow- 
ly and fingered its transparent silkiness. She loved the 
feel of the sheer, rich fabric against her skin. She had 
always thought of heaven as a place where she would 
have so much fine lingerie she wouldn't be able to wear 
all of it. | 






"Well now be could have all the clothes she а E - 
she would just undress, put on the negligee and go into R 
the other room when Al Kirk called. === 

It would not stay on long. They would be back in this 
bedroom soon, together. She tried not to think of that. 
She told herself, as she pulled down the side zipper on — 
her dress, that she would let the steak go and concen- 
trate on the champagne instead. She had to get drunk... 

Then she drew a deep, unsteady breath, pulled the | 
zipper again, took the hundred-dollar bill from her ba 
and let it lutter down onto the negligee. She went to 
the door that opened directly into the hall, opened it, 
and left on tiptoe. | 

The door to the other room was ajar. She conid hear. 
Al Kirk ordering the waiter around. She slinked past it, 
made her way through the lobby and into the street. 

The carnival lights made a bright halo against the 
sky. Lisette headed toward them. 

What might happen now she could not guess. Nor did 
she care. For the first time since Lars had left her, she 
felt reasonably good and at peace with herself. Clean, 
W0. 





























Eight 


DORINDA got the news during the break between the 
last show and the blow-off. Lisette saw Jean, the slender, 
full lipped brunette, come in from outside and go over 
to Dorinda, to whom she said a few words in an under- 
tone. Dorinda grabbed her wrapper and ducked out 
Lo through the back flap. A prickle of premonition 
made Lisette move over and look out. Dorinda was talk- 
ing to a man in the darkness, Lisette heard her start to 
swear, voice sulphurous. 

“He asked for Dorinda,” Jean said. “Don’t think Tm 
playing along with her. I just brought her the message." 

"Who is he?" 

"One of Kirk's wheelmen." 

Maybe Dorinda had been slipping him a little cash to 
keep an eye on Kirk for her. Or maybe she had paid by 
cheating on Kirk. Anyway, she knew now about that 
hotel meeting. : 

Lisette slowly walked back to the mirror she shared 
with Babe. She felt like laughing at herself. Several times 
in the past she had been in trouble of this very kind, but 
because of something she had actually done. Now she 
was in trouble because of something she hadn't done. 

Dorinda strode in. So did Sadie. 

“All right,” Sadie said sharply, “let’s put it on. They’re 
NS to tear down the front end—what are we waiting 
for 

The girls lined up and filed out, kicking high as the 
music b 

The customers sat solemnly, making no noise, studying 
the all-on. Then they took in Lou's lush curves as she 
paraded around the stage in her number, warmed a little 
as Babe whisked through the wicked routines of her 
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danée—but acted as though not quite sure whether they 
should make any noise. The handclaps began to spat- — 
ter when Lisette made her appearance, came in a salvo © 
when she crowded the footlights and shook everything 
she had at them. - 

It heartened her somewhat. As long as she could shake 
up such a bunch of long-faces, she still had it. She could 
still kooch with the best of them. And after a while, in 
another show somewhere, as far as she could get from 
this outfit and its memories, she would be herself 
again... 

She milked them for an extra bow, dishing out a kick 
and leg spread. She came off and Dorinda, waiting in the 
wing, ground her heel down viciously on Lisette’s instep. 

“You slut!” Dorinda hissed, 

Pain scorching her leg, Lisette lunged at the redhead. 
Sadie pushed between them. 

“Knock it off!” she snapped. “If you two want to fight, 
do it later. We've got a show to finish." 

She pushed Dorinda back and waved Lisette on to 
the dressing top. 

Lisette pretended to freshen her face for the next all- 
on. The minutes were dragging now. Sandra whisked 
her veils around the stage and came off as Jean went on. 
Then it was Dorinda's turn. Lisette felt herself winding 
up tighter and tighter inside. | 

They began to line up for the final all-on. Dorinda 
was first for that. All she had to do was bounce back on- 
stage after her final bow, so there was no danger of an- 
other collision until it was over. Lisette’s proper place 
was number four but she waved Babe and Lou ahead of 
her, indicating that she would come last. 

As they nodded, swaying and bumping, crowding past 
Sadie, Lisette turned back and grabbed up clothes, pull- 
ing them on swiftly. The net bra and the mesh panties. 
Practice had made her fast at getting into them. No time 
for the slip, just the print dress over them. She was be- 
ginning to get awfully tired of doing with a slip, She 
caught up her handful of things—comb, brush, lipstick, 
the G-string with its glittering rhinestones. She tooka — 
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last look around, wondering if she would ever again have 
as good a chance as Whitey Bidwell had handed her. 
Then she crossed over and went through the back flap. 

It was not Dorinda, of course, that Lisette feared. It 
was Al Kirk and the vengeance he surely would be plan- 
ning. Still, all she had to do was find some dark spot and 
lay low for about two or three hours at most. For this was 
the night the carny packed up and headed for its next 
stand. In two or three hours the show would be far away. 

And after that? Well, maybe she could make it to 
Chicago. The girls had been saying there was a big de- 
mand for bar strippers in Chi, Lisette knew she could not 
count on luck to drop her into another carny job this late 
in the season. 

A cigar flared ahead of her and Al Kirk spoke grat- 


ingly. 
-“T figured on something like this. Well, you're not go- 
ing anywhere—not yet...” 

He wasn’t alone. There were shadowy figures behind 
him, three or four of his wheelboys. Off to one side were 
canvasmen, waiting to go to work. They stopped talking 
and watched. 

Lisette was startled. She had not counted on this, on 
nS making such a savage move here on the carnival 
ot. 

He had pride, she realized—of a sort. There was a cor- 
rosive anger in him that had to be satisfied, an anger 
that came from the realization that the whole carny 
knew, or would soon know, what had happened. Maybe 
it had made him furiously reckless. Or maybe he could 
really get away with it. 

"You don't draw a line, do you?" she said tautly. 

“No,” he answered, “And I brought the boys along to 
see there won't be any interference. Women don't run 
out on me, especially koochers. I'm going to take you 
apart, you teasing tramp!" 

He threw away his cigar and came at her. His men 
began to spread out. 

Kirk was breathing hard, his hands were raised. The 
blow-off crowd was shuflling out of the kooch tent. She 
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might fill her lungs and scream but she knew it would 


not help. What Kirk had in mind was going to be over = 


too quickly. About the most she could hope for was to 
get her hands on his face and mark him up, even if 
it meant firing his fury even more until her own face 
— was marred beyond repair. | 

Loud, angry talk sounded behind her. Lisette heard 
Babe cry out a warning. Then Dorinda came charging 
out of the dressing top. Lisette tried to swing toward her 
but had kept her eye on Kirk an instant too long. Dorin- 
da hit from the side with vengeful fury, clawing her face, 
ripping her dress. Lisette was bowled over, lay flat on 
her back in the dust. 

Dorinda came down on her before she could twist out 
of the way, slamming both knees to the stomach. The 
redhead's nails slashed wickedly at the fallen girl's eyes. 

There was this to be said for kooching—it toughened 
you up. If Lisette had been a soft town-girl, the fight 
would now be over. 

They had crashed together in the center of a circle of 
carny folk, flailing out at each other wildly, Somehow 
Lisette managed to regain her feet. She stood now with 
feet widespread, gasping for breath, She was drenched 
with sweat and she ached in a dozen places. Dorinda 
had pulled the bra awry and one of her breasts was 
bared. Hurriedly, Lisette adjusted it to cover her com- 
pletely. This wasn’t modesty, but prudence. If Dorinda 
got her nails into that tender meat, Lisette could be 
badly hurt. | 

The quiet was awesome. The only sounds were the 
crowd's hard breathing and Dorinda's gritted curses. 

Then the silence was abruptly broken. 

“Let me through. Liz, stop it!” 

Her laboring heart leaped wildly. She saw wide shoul- 
ders above the crowd, a tow-head that could belong only 
to Lars. He was using his hands on people who wouldn't 
get out of his way, while Monk Cadore tried to hold him 
back. | 

There was no time for more than this one quick glance. — . 
Dorinda was running at her again. The redhead had è 
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found a weapon. She was swinging it around her head 
now—a length of guy rope several feet long. 

Lisette threw up both hands to protect her face. The 
rope lashed her upper arm and shoulder with scorching 
pain. She gasped and leaped at Dorinda, trying to grab 
the rope or the hand that was swinging it, Dorinda 
danced back, lips writhing in a triumphant grimace. 

"You bitch! I'm going to cut you to pieces!” 

The rope snapped again. This time the pain reached 
across her ribs and stomach, just under her breasts. It 
was excruciating. Lisette cried out but kept going for- 
ward. Dorinda leaped away once more. 

The girl was an agile, dancing phantom, laughing in 
wild triumph, swinging the rope again and again, taunt- 
ing Lisette with every gutter word at her command. 

Lisette changed direction, started to back away. She 
felt as if she was wrapped in red-hot wires. 

Dorinda followed cautiously, waving the rope back 
and forth, watching for a chance to swing it again. Lis- 
ette waited until Dorinda was close and faked a retreat 
again. Then she charged the redhead. 

Dorinda tried to duck but Lisette caught her, 
wrapped both arms about the other girl’s body, chin 
against her shoulder, head down. Lisette squeezed and 
lifted. 

Dorinda twisted frantically back and forth. She man- 
aged to lash the blonde girl once more. Then Lisette 
grasped Dorinda’s sweater and pulled it up. At the same 
time, she kicked Dorinda’s shin and the redhead bent 
over in pain. а 

Lisette kept pulling at the sweater. Dorinda was tan- 
gled in it. She did the only thing possible, writhing hur- 
riedly, backing away, twisting free from it. She had been 
forced to drop the rope and now she plunged to grab it. 
Lisette slammed a hip against her shoulder and sent her 
sprawling. Lisette bent and picked up the rope herself, 
A sigh ran through the onlookers. 

She caught Dorinda as the redhead came staggering 
back into the ring. Lisette lashed with the rope. Dorinda 
screamed piercingly. 
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In a few moments Dorinda was groveling in the dust, 
face down, screaming continuously. Lisette was standing 
over her, brandishing the rope. 

Lars broke through the crowd at last and grabbed her 
“You've done enough, Liz!” 

He took the rope from her unresisting hand and threw 
it over the heads of the onlookers, Dorinda stopped 
screaming and began to sob, fingers clawing at the dust. 

Lisette turned unsteadily and started toward the 
dressing top, fumbling with the shreds of her ruined 
dress. Babe and Lou came hurriedly toward her. 

A hand fell on her shoulder, squeezing brutally. 

“Just a minute,” Al Kirk said. “I'm not through with 
youl” 

His fingers were digging into a welt left by the rope. 
Lisette gasped and tried to break away from him. Kirk | 
gripped harder. 

“Close in here!” he yelled at his men. Then, to Lisette 
“lll give you some credit for getting rid of her for me— 
but not much. You've still got a pay-off coming for the 
brush you handed me.” 

There was a rumbling sound from Lars, like the growl 
of an angry mastiff, and Kirk quickly released his grip 
on Liz. He stepped between her and Lars as the first of 
his men rushed the big fighter, tent stake lifted. Lars 
threw out an arm, without seeming even to look at him. 
It caught the stake-swinger squarely in the face. His feet 
shot from under him and he crashed on his back. 

The others were closing in. More of Kirks men had 
arrived during the fight between the women. There were 
at least a dozen of them now. Monk Cadore put his back 
against Lars’ back, both fists lifted, and Mushy Grogan 
plowed through the crowd toward them. 

Kirk cursed exultantly and shoved Lisette aside, wav- 
ing his stakeswingers at Lars, Lars leaped at him. His 
right fist shot out. Kirk's scream was as piercing as Dor- 
inda’s had been. He staggered back, hands to his face, 
blood spurting through his fingers. 

“Stop it,” Abe Zilman bellowed. 
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His voice was deep and commanding, although he 
was not a big man. He had canvasmen and roustabouts 
with him, moving fast in a compact bunch. They came in 
swinging at Kirk's men, splitting them up, shoving them 
back 

Zilman and Kirk faced each other. Kirk’s nose had 
been badly broken. His face was masked by blood that 
spurted wetly down to his shirt. 

“That fighter and Bidwell’s tramp go with me and my 
boys, Abe,” Kirk yelled, voice high-pitched and hysteri- 
cal. “Try to stop us and I pull my wheels out of our 
show.” 

There was a crackling silence. This was more than a 
dispute between opposing carny factions. Now, sudden- 
ly, it was between Al Kirk and Abe Zilman. And Kirk 
was playing his ace to get what he wanted. 

Then Zilman grinned—a taunting grin for Al Kirk to 
see and remember. And Zilman trumped that ace. 

“So pull them,” he snapped. “My boys will dump your 
junk in the dust here and you can do what you damned 
please! I've got a pocketful of still dates I can use—coun- 
ty fairs I can play from now until October, the kind of 
business I can handle without your wheels and grift. 
Maybe my share of the take won't run so high but I 
wont have to listen to any more suckers yelling that 
youre skinning them too close to the bone. Pull our 
wheels? Go ahead!” 

Kirk's face showed livid fury. He had to crawl now— 
or see his bankroll take a beating. 

“All right, Abe,” he said sullenly. “Forget it.” 

He turned and started away, lurching a little. 

"Just a minute," Zilman said. “We'll get a few things 
straight. First, you leave Monk’s fighter and Whitey’s girl 
alone. Second, I know about those I.0.U.’s of Whitey’s 
that you're holding. I'm taking them over, so you leave 
him alone, too. You listen good, Al—and if you do any 
forgetting, I'll dump you and your wheels." 

Kirk did not answer. He kept on walking. 

Dorinda was heading toward the dressing top, head - 
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down, sweater clutched to her breasts, when Zilman 


stopped her. He pressed some bills into her hand. 
“Travel dough, Red,” he said, voice gruflly gentle. “Try 
. to level a little bit with the next guy, huh?" 





Nine 


THE night was balmy and the moon flooded the sleep- 
ing land with a silvery radiance. The carnival trucks 
rolled along at a steady forty miles an hour, a hundred 
feet apart. Lisette and Lars were stretched out, side by 
side, on the canvas. 

Lars had his arms around Lisette holding her close. 
They were not talking. At fairly frequent intervals she 
would turn her head and smile at him and he would 
kiss her. That was enough for now, until the reaction 
from the recent excitement wore off, until the painful 
throbbing in her cut and bruised body eased a little. 

There did not seem to be any need for talking anyway. 
Lars was back for good. He was not going to object again 
to what she did in the kooch tent nor would he try to 
force her to leave the carny to get married. He was go- 
ing to take it the way she had proposed. 

He had not needed to tell her how he happened to be 
back. Monk had done that. When she had emerged from 
the dressing top, looking for Lars, he was helping to load 
the fight-tent gear on the trucks. Monk had come up, 
looked her over and nodded in grudging respect. 

"All right, so I'd have lost my bet," he said. ^I rated 
you too low, Lisette, in more ways than one. The fight 
ey put up, I ought to fire Mushy, too, and give you his 


Then he had told how Lars had come back to the fight 
tent that night after leaving Lisette, walking like a man 
who had just been hit on the head with a sledge hammer. 
He had told Monk he was quitting and he had walked 
out, refusing to say any more. 

“I must have run alongside him for five miles, trying to 
make the big guy loosen up,” Monk said, “F inally he 
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slowed down and we talked it over. He wouldn't agree k 


to come back to the carny—not then—so I got my jalopy 


ô 


and we pulled out. The way business was going, we —— 


could let everything slide for a couple of days, We drove 
down to Platte Junction. I remembered a guy who pro- 
motes fights there. He was running a card last night and 
I got him to let Lars go in a prelim.” | 

*A real fight!" Liz exclaimed. "How did he do?" 

"Won by a kayo in three rounds. Like I hoped, he 
worked off that load of trouble he was carrying. Besides, 


Га managed to talk some sense into him—to see it your. 
way and let things ride like that for a while. When Y 


Yr ET 


pointed the jalopy back in this direction, he didn't say à. 


word. Hed have walked, if necessary, to reach you 
again.” 
You still think I'm not good for him?" she asked Monk. 

“I never said that,” he told her, frowning. “Maybe I'd 
like it better if you two weren't so thick—but a big, good- 
looking guy like him, therell always be a woman of 
some kind... You could be plenty good for him, Lisette.” 

She knew what Monk meant. If she leveled with Lars, 
all the way, she could be good for him. Well, she would. 
Now she reached for Lars’ big hand, there on the canvas 
in the smoothly rolling truck, and squeezed. His fingers 
returned her pressure. He cleared his throat and spoke. 

“Та better give you some lessons,” Lars said. "The way 
that redhead rushed you, right at the start, if you'd 
thrown one stiff, straight right, the fight would have 
been over.” 

“Women don’t fight that way,” Lisette said. “We just 
scratch and claw and pull hair. I guess it’s the cat in us.” 

“I thought you were going to kill her when you got 
hold of that rope. You scared me, Liz." 

“I kind of scare myself, looking back," she answered 
soberly. "When women tangle, it's for keeps. Maybe men 
can shake hands afterward—but we can't stop hating 
that easy—" 

“Something I’ve been wondering about,” Lars said, 
“What happened to the redhead?” | 








Á 





И 
== 
- 
i Ру " 7 
[e 
МИ 








-~ Lisette was surprised. "Why, she pulled out, of course. 
- Thats what I would have had to do, if she had won. m 
= Lisette looked up at the bright moon and decided to 
put Dorinda out of her thoughts. This was a beautiful 
night, her aches and pains were beginning to subside— 
. and a man's arms were around her. A man who did 
_ Strange things to her, whose touch made her tingle all 
. over. His kisses were growing more frequent, increasing 
in warmth. And now he began to move from kisses to 
thrillingly delightful intimacies. 
“Why, Lars!” she gasped, in simulated protest. 
“You said you would be my girl, Liz,” he reminded her, 
lips against her ear. "Some day, maybe, you'll go for what 
I want. Maybe you'll change your mind. I hope so. But 
until then it'll be all right...if you'll just let me love 
|. $900..." | 
| Let him? Lisette had no intention of stopping him. 
_ Somewhere, far back in her memory, there was a fading 
image of Ned Kipper. It seemed all at once to blur com- 
pletely and disappear. 

She put her arms around Lars and tasted again the 
warmth and masculinity of his hard kisses. He was draw- 
ing her closer, tighter ... Thank heaven she had listened 
to her heart and walked away from Al Kirk at the hotel! 

“I love you, too, Lars—in my own way, she whispered. 
“And that means... all the way...” 

Then a wild, sweet music began to sound in her ears 
and she seemed to soar, weightless and free, into the sil- 
very radiance of the night, toward the stars. The winds 
of space roared in her ears. The world was gone and 
forgotten. Up, up and up she rose... higher... lighter 
than air... 

One last thought came to her, as she settled for the 
night in Lars’ arms. This must be the high point of her 
whole life. How could she ever hope for anything more 

_ that would be as wonderful? 
= Lisette put the thought aside fiercely. Tomorrow 
_ would be even better—and the next day, and the next... 
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Abe Zilman had made a lucky move in changing his 
route, A big wheat harvest was under way, pockets were 
bulging with money, and there had been no carnies 
through ahead of them all summer. They did a roaring 
business in the first two towns they played that week. 

At the first pitch, there was a bit of luck for Lisette 
and Lars, too, evolving by accident from a stroke of bad 
luck for the free act. The girl member of the act fell 
from the high wire, struck a guy rope twenty-five feet 
below, pinwheeled and miraculously hit the ground flat- 
tened out, so that she suffered only a broken leg. 

Her husband decided to fold the act until she recov- 
ered and sold out most of their stuff. Lisette grabbed at 
the chance to buy their small trailer. She and Lars moved 
into it and set up housekeeping together. Now they be- 
gan to enjoy to the fullest the lazy carny life, which al- 
lowed them, weekdays, to sleep as late as they pleased. 
Sometimes there would be nobody stirring in the circle 
at the rear of the midway until early afternoon, though 
Lars was usually up and around by ten, heading for the 
fight tent and a work-out with Monk. 

Lisette was delighted with the improvement Lars 
showed. At the same time, it bothered her. She kept 
thinking about what Monk had said—that Lars was too 
good for a carny fight tent. There was big money in fight- 
ing, at the top, and Monk obviously thought Lars, prop- 
erly handled, could make it. 

Then Lisette reflected that dancing away from Monk's 
punches, knocking over harvest hands, did not mean 
Lars was yet ready to grab the big money in a tough 
racket. And maybe he never would be ready. 

Lisette could have taken over Dorinda’s spot in the 
show. It was hers by right. But she let Sandra have it. 
The tall brunette had a wicked routine with her veils. 
She could not dance; she did not have to. She just glided 
around the stage, fluttering her draperies, working the 
customers up with occasional unveilings, finishing with 
all the chiffon on the floor, standing on tiptoe with arms 
raised as high as she could reach, pointed breasts quiv- 
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_ Daily, Lisette expected some word from Ned and she 
worried incessantly about how she would answer him. 
She carefully scanned each issue of Billboard but there 


. was no word from Ned, or from Greta. 


_ Then, in the cook tent one evening, she saw a familiar 
face. "Jimmy!" ran to pump the hand of a little old 
roustabout who had been working the Prather carny 
when she had left. k 

Jimmy had quit Prather only ten days earlier, just 


. walking away after a teardown, the way roustabouts fre- 


quently did. He had enjoyed a big drunk in Kansas City, 
had spent some time in jail, and had started to bum his 
way east. The carny grapevine told him that Zilman's 
was doing big business and he had headed for it to try 
his luck. There was usually a spot for an experienced 
man so he had been hired on sight. 

_ Ned and Nola Magill had left the show, he told Lisette. 
They had pulled out in his car and trailer, leaving be- 
hind them the notion that they were bound for the bright 
lights to try some kind of racket. 

Jimmy said, “I heard they meant to work toward Chi. 
But whether that’s just gossip, I don’t know.” 

“How about the character that got cut up?” Lisette 
asked tensely. There had been a constant fear in her 
that some day the law might catch up and haul her back 
to Kansas, 

“Ah, he did all right,” Jimmy informed her. “Leaked a 
lot of ink but they sewed him up and the rumble died 
quick. He wasn’t a local, so the law there didn’t care 
much, Listen, Lisette, what was the right of that, any- 
way? All the guys knew Ned packed a switch-blade. It 
got him in trouble before , , .” 

Lisette ignored his question. It was over and done 
with. “Jimmy, you remember that redhead?” 

“Remember her?” Jimmy crowed. "Why, many's the 
time after a night show, out back—” He coughed and 
eaught himself. “It was too bad about Greta. Pete Bran- 
don gave. her the can, the next pitch after you left, 
Three gals showed up. They were jumping to the Coast 
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and their car broke down. Pete hired them all to fll out 
his line and fired Greta.” T | 

“Poor kid,” Lisette said. | : LES 

“Yeah. When I got rolled out of the clink, in Kaycee, E — 
was panning skid row for dimes when I ran into her. 
She's working back-room stags in the dives. Didn't look 
too good, Lisette. She gave me some dough I didnt want — - 
to take but she showed me a roll. Said pickings were fine 
among the drunks after the shows..." = 

It made Lisette shiver. Was that the way she herself — - 
would wind up? 

The news about Ned and Nola fired up her temper 
for a moment. It rankled, to think how big a sucker she 
had been for them. 

But Lisette could not stay angry long. She was actually 
indebted to them for the biggest favor anybody had ever 
handed her. She had landed a good job and she had met 
Lars—and neither one of those blessings would have 
come her way if it had not been for them. And the fu- 
ture was all bright. | 

Of course, there was Al Kirk to think about. He had 
left the show for a week and returned with his big nose 
still wearing the marks left by Lars’ fist. Al would never 
lose them entirely. Lisette saw him from time to time, 
of course—she couldn't help it. On each occasion she 
she would avert her gaze and hurry on by, aware of the 
burning hatred in his eyes. 

But Abe Zilman had tied Als hands, There was not 
anything he could do to avenge himself on her or Lars, 
she was certain. 

Then one night Lisette discovered how wrong she was. 
There was definitely one thing Al Kirk could do—and he 
had begun to do it, at last. | 

They were playing a town in northern Illinois, not far 
from Chicago. Lisette had finished the night's shows and 
had dressed quickly in slacks and a new blouse. She was 
putting everything she made into clothes and making 
Lars do the same with his earnings. In show business a 
good front was of primary importance. 

She left the dressing top and went to the fight tent, 
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around back to the partitioned-off part where the fight- 
ers changed. 

Monk took Lisette's arm when he saw her and walked 
out into the open. His face was tight with anger. 

"I should have known there was a crooked card in the 
deck and that Al Kirk would know how to deal it to us,” 
he growled. ee 

“What are you talking about?” 

“We drew a pro tonight, Lisette, a real tough monkey 
with plenty of fights behind him. I smelled the frame 
the minute I saw him but what could I do? Lars has got 
to take them as they come or I've got no show. Sure, 
Lars put him away, but you see what happened—he hurt 
the boy some." 

-I still don't get it," Lisette said, biting her lip. 

"Kid, real fighters don't buck a carny fight tent. They 
know we've got ways of handling them that makes the 
dough too risky. But a bigger pay-off would tempt plenty 
of palookas. You figure who paid him. And then try to 
tell me Lars won't have to buck more just like this one, 
night after night" 

“Al Kirk!” gasped Lisette. 

“Sure,” Monk said bitterly. “It’s as plain as that big 
busted beak of his. He’s found a slick, sure way to get 
even. Ánd there's no way to stop him. Lars can't handle 
all the pugs Kirk will bring in. There won't be time be- 
tween them for the cuts and bruises to heal. He'll wind 
up bad hurt. The boy has only one out—he's got to leave 
the carny tonight! Come on. We'll both go talk to 





LARS flatly refused to leave. — 

“You're only guessing, Monk,” he said. “And even if 
you're right, so what? I made a mistake tonight. I let 
that tramp get in close to me. It won't happen again. 
If Kirk wants to waste his money hiring palookas, Ill 
stiffen them as fast as they show up.” 

“Talk sense, Lars—" Monk began grimly. 

“I am!” Lars snapped. "We've been gabbing about 
making a real fighter out of me. Well, this is a good time 
to find out whether we're getting anywhere. If I cant 
handle ham-and-beaners like that one tonight, plans 
about me going to the top are strictly for laughs." 

"Boy, haven't you been listening good?” Monk expost- 
ulated. "Sure, you can handle that kind—you proved it. 
But not every night! If Kirk threw them at you once a 
week, you could belt them over without any strain, But 
he won't be that obliging. Look, there isn’t much of the 
season left and I can hire a replacement for you, easy. 
Just drift out of here tonight and go to Chicago. I'll tell 
you a guy to see who'll steer you right—" 

"And leave Liz behind"  - 

"It's all right, honey," she told him. "I can't walk out 
on the Bidwells, with them one girl shy already, but TII 
join you as soon as the season is over—" 

“And let Kirk figure out some cute scheme to get even 
with you, too—if your guessing is right? No, I'm not leav- 
ing! Stop arguing now, both of you. And come along, 
Liz. We're overdue for bed.” 

She felt irrationally proud of him as they went to the 
trailer to turn in. с 

Later, while he snored gently beside her, she lay _ 
awake worrying. : 
: 4 - : 91 а 
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It was not only this new danger that bothered her. 
Something else had come along, growing quietly day by 
day, so that she had not been fully aware of it until 
tonight. 

Lars was not as dependent on her as he had been. He 
was beginning to show impatience with her when she 
told him what to do. The big guy was wising up fast. He 
was not at all the same person she had met only a few 
short weeks ago. Gone were the frayed pants, the too- 
tight coat, the air of diffident, fumbling bewilderment. 
Maybe just being around her had made the difference. 
Lisette had seen instances before of men maturing in a 
hurry when they met women experienced in life and 
love. Maybe learning from Monk how to fight had given 
him a new confidence in himself. Whatever it was, some- 
thing certainly had changed him. 

That night there was another pug present who crawled 
between the ropes and tried to give Lars a beating. 

Lisette saw it. She watched the pro climb through the 
ropes. From the little she had picked up from Monk, she 
recognized the marks of the experienced fighter—the 
sloping shoulders, the battered face, the crinkled ears. 
She saw his casual, dilatory air, the indifference with 
which he received Monk’s instructions in the center of 
the ring. 

The bell sounded and he came out in a lightning rush, 
throwing leather fast, crowding Lars, tying him up in a 
clinch, hurling him back against the ropes, ripping at his 
ribs savagely while up close. 

Lars threw him off before Monk could call for a break, 
and danced away. His torso showed red splotches but 
his face was tight and composed. The pug rushed again 
and Lars hit him with left jabs, arm snapping out and 
back like a riveting gun. Lars was moving all the time, 
feet shifting so fast Lisette could not keep up with the 
intricacies of the steps he was using. There was a rhythm 
in them as precise as anything she had ever seen on a 
stage. 

The pro could not avoid that ripping, tearing left hand 
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and he could not get past it to land a blow of his own. 
Lars knocked him out in short order. 

Back in the dressing room, the gladiator grinned at 
Lisette and Monk. 

“Well, didn’t I tell you?” Lars said. “I won't let any 
more of that kind get close enough to maul me. And if 
Kirk is hiring and that’s the best he can throw at me, ri 
knock them over as fast as they show up.” 

*[ wouldn't have believed it,” Monk said reluctantly. 
“But maybe you can, at that, Lars..." 

Lisette did not say anything. She was too busy think- 
ing. 

The jabs, the fancy footwork, the way Lars had 
worked inside that windmilling right—all these things 
were new. But Lars had made every move smoothly, 
easily, as if they came as naturally to him as his devas- 
tating punch. | 

He was learning fast. Maybe too fast, Lisette thought, 
with a shudder of fear. 


The next night was hectic. It was getaway night for 
that town, with a blow-off that had to run at top speed 
to finish ahead of the teardown. The show was making 
a long jump downstate, would not open at the next pitch 
until day after tomorrow, and Zilman wanted the trucks 
on the road as fast as possible. | 

Lisette did a double in the blow-off, introducing the 
hula as the opening turn. It got a big hand but was just 
enough extra to make her pretty tired. And having to 
run to get out of the dressing top in her wrapper before 
the tent caught her as it came down, left her in an edgy 
mood. When she found Lars had already hooked their 
small trailer to one of the fight-tent trucks, she let off 
some steam. 

“You could have waited until I washed of this make- 
up and got my clothes on. The trucks aren't in that much 
of a hurry." 

“No, But Monk and I are," Lars said. "We're going to 
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It left her dumb for a moment and before she could 
gather herself for another outburst complaining of this 
casual way of letting her know, Lars was talking again. 

"You're riding with us. Come on." | 

. He grabbed her arm and led the way to Monk's jalopy, 
shoved her into the back seat, then climbed in beside 
Monk in front. The car jolted off the lot, turned onto a 
highway and headed east, rattling and clanking but 
making surprisingly good speed. 

Monk explained that he had pulled some strings, long 
distance, and had arranged another fight for Lars—the 
semi-windup in a South Side club. They could catch up 
with the carnival again in time for its opening at the next 
pitch. 

"This go will be against a tough boy," Monk went on. 
"And there's gonna be a fellow on hand that I want to 
get a good look at Lars.... And I want to hit the big 
town early enough so Lars can pick up plenty of sleep 
before the fight. Also, I've got to spend some time fixing 

u 

“What?” Lisette leaned forward in alarm. “Lars—Kirk 
threw another one of those thugs at you tonight! He hurt 
youl” 

For the first time she had noticed a plaster cross high 
on one temple, almost in his hair. But Lars grinned re- 
assuringly. 

"Just a head butt, honey. They're starting to play dirty. 
But a thick coat of collodion ought to fix it up—" 

“Maybe it will,” Monk said pessimistically. “You never 
can tell about a head cut. You remember what I told 
you, now—keep circling to the left against your oppo- 
nent, so he can't get a clear shot that might open it up 


“That damned Kirk!” 

They reached Chicago a little past three in the morn- 
ing. Monk headed to a show-business hotel and they 
took a pair of rooms, one for Lars and Lisette another for 
Monk. 

She watched Lars and saw what he signed into the 
register-Mr. and Mrs. Lars Henson. The thought of it 
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— made her shiver inside. She felt like a bride on her hon- 
eymoon. It was a good feeling. It gave her a sudden shy- 
ness, which she tried to cover up by bouncing up and 
down on the bed and declaring loudly that it was much 
better than a trailer bunk. Maybe the shy feeling was 


shared by Lars. He did not have much to say as he 


crawled in next to her. After holding her in his arms 
only a couple of minutes, he kissed her hard and tumed 
on his side, away from her. 

Lisette lay awake for a while, listening to the rumble 
and roar of the city, thinking about herself and Lars, try- 
ing to see a little way into their future. 

Things were liable to come to a head fast, she realized. 
This fighter would be a good test for him. If he passed it, 
there would no longer be any point in his remaining with 
the carnival. 

What would she do then? She knew he would not 
leave the show unless she-accompanied him—with a 
quick wedding before they even started. Mrs. Lars Hen- 
son... She whispered it to herself. It sounded fine. 

But could she do it? Could she abandon show life, as 
he surely would insist that she do? 

. Lisette dozed, to awaken suddenly later, as if startled 
by some noise. 

Lars was standing at the window, looking out, his 
body sharply outlined by gray dawn light. Watching him 
a moment, his narrow waist, broad shoulders, the long, 
flat muscles of his back and legs and arms, Lisette felt 
she could bear anything rather than lose him. She scram- 
bled up out of the covers and joined him. 

“It kind of scares me,” he whispered. “It’s so big, Liz!” 

“Wait till you see New York,” she said, “And you will, 
Lars—that’s where you'll be a year from now.” 

“L don’t know,” he answered doubtfully. “Maybe I 
ought to stick to the carny. I've been starting to enjoy it, 
these last few weeks." 

“Stop talking like that,” Lisette ordered, fiercely. 
“You're good, Lars. You're going to grab hold of this town 
and all the other big towns—and squeeze—and you're во- 
ing to make them cough up plenty." . 
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"We are going to make them," Lars corrected, with 

- sudden enthusiasm. “The two of us.” Then he grinned 

| down at her. "You're sure cute, all bare. Let's get back 

in bed. Since neither one of us is sleepy, maybe we can 

find something more interesting to do than stare out of 
windows." 















‘NEXT evening they drove out to the fight club, a big, 
ramshackle barn of a place with crowds milling in the 
narrow streets around it. Monk wangled a ringside ticket 
for Lisette and went off to the dressing-rooms with Lars, 
who stopped first to grip both of her hands tightly and to 
squeeze and kiss her hard before he left. 

“For luck,” he said. 

In the ring, a couple of bantamweights were slapping 
each other with powder-puff punches. Lisette sank into 
her seat, right on the aisle, absently waved off a sharply 
tailored sport who bent over her and tried to make some 
time. She looked around and began to grow scared, 


This place was much bigger than it looked from out- А 


side and it was crowded to the walls. There were eight 
or ten thousand people here. It was a lot different from 
Monk's fight tent. The lights were brighter, the tioise of 
the crowd was different, louder, there were row on row 
of faces sweeping back from the ring on all sides, up 
through two balconies overhead. There was a blue fog 
‘of cigarette smoke and the rattle of typewriters rose from 
the newspaper row which ran all around the ring. 

It awed Lisette. She was afraid it would do the same 
to Lars. 

The program said the semi-windup was to be six 
rounds—Larry Hanson, two hundred and five pounds, 
versus Herbie Flint, two hundred ten pounds. Nobody 
was paying much attention to the bantamweights. 

The bantamweights stopped dancing and left the ring. 
There was a stretching out for a minute or so. Then Lis- 
ette saw Lars and Monk marching down the aisle. Lars 


had a faded old bathrobe around his shoulders. The way 
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he walked made Lisette dig nails into her palms. It had 
got to him, all right, just as she feared it would. 

“Look at him,” the man beside Lisette said disgustedly 
as he sighted Lars’ milky-white skin under the bathrobe. 
“A dough-belly if I ever saw one. Anybody want to risk 
fifty bucks that Herbie doesn’t flatten him in one heat?” 

Lisette wished she had fifty bucks to cover his bet. 
Then Herbie Flint bounded into the ring. 

He was a little shorter than Lars, with tremendous 
ridges of muscle which he flexed showily. He was swarthy 
and hairy; “his face was flat and wide. He waved to 
friends and exuded confidence. 

When the bell rang, Flint left his corner fast, rushed 
at Lars, then suddenly backed away. Lars, who had also 
come out hurriedly, stopped and looked uncertain. Flint 
leaped in again, both fists churning. He jammed his 
chin against Lars’ shoulder and hit him half a dozen 
times without return—lifting, ripping punches to the 
stomach and ribs. 

"Thats it, Herbie," the man beside Lisette screamed. 
“In the gut! Open him up!” 

Lars managed at last to pin Flint’s arms and the ref- 
eree broke them. The squat, hairy fighter promptly tried 
the same maneuver again—rushing in, leaping back, rush- 
ing in again, catching Lars and using his arms like pis- 
tons as he flailed Lars’ middle. 

“Jab him, Lars,” Lisette whispered tightly. “Why don’t 
you jab him?” 

Lars was trying to jab him but his blows were uncer- 
tain and lacked steam. He was too conscious of the 
crowd. He had stage fright. This was Chicago, the big 
time. He couldn't forget it. 

Almost at the end of the round, Flint threw a high, 
looping right that opened the cut on Lars' temple. Blood 
spilled down his cheek and the noise of the crowd in- 
stantly turned lustful. Lisette chewed her lip, feeling a 
wild urge to do something that would help. It was be- 
coming impossible to sit still, 

Lars pawed blood out of his eye as Flint rushed him, 
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eager to end it. Lars managed to clinch and hang on, 
and clinch again, and made it to the bell. 

Monk leaped into the ring with a stool He was fol- 
lowed by a gaunt old Negro in a sweatshirt. They both 
did an amazing number of things with lightning speed, 
Monk worked on the cut, closed it, again, and the old 
Negro removed Lars mouthpiece, loosened his trunks, 
gave him water to rinse out his mouth and a lemon to 
suck, massaged his thighs. 

The referee walked over to examine Lars’ head. Monk 
scowled and waved him away. Lars was looking around, 
staring out at the crowd. He didn't seem to be aware of 
the advice Monk was hurriedly pumping into him. 

Lisette stood up and started to move. Somebody got 
in her way and she shoved him aside with both hands. 
She stumbled once going up the steps to the ring but she 
managed to reach Lars at last and put one hand between 
the ropes to squeeze his shoulder. 

“It’s just the fight tent, only bigger, Lars!” she yelled. 
“Forget the crowd. Forget everybody but that guy over 
there. And jab him—jab him!” 

Lars suddenly wore a startled, pleased grin. Monk was 
scowling blackly. A couple of cops, red-faced and angry, 
grabbed her arms and dragged her down the steps. She 
shook them off and sank into her seat, breathing hard, 
with the crowd laughing and applauding her. She glared 
at the man in the next seat and he stopped grinning, 
edging away uneasily. 

The bell rang for the second round and Lisette 
groaned as Lars rose and started forward. He was mov- 
ing slowly, shuffling his feet, with his gloves held purely 
defensively. 

Flint grinned derisively and rushed him, trying to 
crowd in close again. | 

Then Lisette was on her feet, screaming shrilly, punch- 
ing wildly at the air with her own fists. For Lars' timid 
attitude had been strictly a ruse. Now he was on his 
toes and jabbing Flint, snapping the man's head back 


with each whip-cracking flick of a swift left fist, circling 
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him, keeping away from blows aimed at the cut on the 
temple. 

Flint stood it for maybe half a minute, then attempted 
to bull his way past that lethal left. He ran into a right 
uppercut that exploded under his chin. It drove him 
against the ropes, hard. He rebounded, squarely into an- 
other right. His feet tangled and he was down on his 
side. 

Lars backed away and the referee waved an arm, 
counting, the sound of his voice lost in the uproar. Flint 
was up at eight and went at Lars with maniacal fury. 

Again those jabs ripped and tore Flint's face. Lars was 
an elusive shadow now and Flint pursued him vainly, 
always trying to watch that waiting right. Yet when it 
snapped again and dropped Flint the second time, it 
was evident he had not even seen the blow start. 

He swayed to hands and knees in the center of the 
ring, shaking his head, coming up slowly, backing away, 
nodding to his corner where his seconds were yelling at 
him to get through the round. 

Lars moved after him, jabbing again when he tried to 
clinch, forcing him into a corner. And there Lars showed 
the crowd that he, too, could anchor his chin against a 
sweaty shoulder and rip and maul at stomach and ribs. 

The referee broke them and Lars struck like a cobra. 
He dropped Flint for the third time, head against the 
ttom ropes, grinning vacantly into the glare of the 

ts 


The bell saved Flint halfway through the count. 

He was game, that fighter. The name they had picked 
for him, Flint, had been well chosen. He lasted until the 
fourth round when, swaying, gloves down at his sides, he 
could no longer defend himself, Lars stepped back, 
glancing at the referee. That gentleman nodded, scis- 
sored both hands before him, palms down, in a gesture 
of finality, and lifted Lars’ arm. 

The crowd gave Lars a tremendous hand. Lisette got 
up and left, 

Outside, she lighted a cigarette with trembling fingers, 
took two puffs and threw it into the street. 
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A technical knockout—against a good, tough fighter. 
And it wasn't any carny victory. This one went into the 
record book. | 

Lisette walked down the alley that led to the dressing 
rooms. Monk was standing under a light, talking to a 
small, fat man chewing a big cigar. 

Monk called, "Come here and meet Benny Green- 
berg!" 

The small man had soft eyes and a gentle voice. He 
smiled admiringly as he looked her over and shook her 
hand. 

*Monk said he had quite a fighter when he asked me 
to arrange for licenses," Greenberg told her. "And he 
didn't over-rate him. I saw a lot tonight. Even in the 
first round, I saw. You helped some, Miss Danby—" 

Lisette flushed and Monk grinned. 

“Of course,” Greenberg continued, “he needs training, 
a lot of training. There are some fighters who'd catch 
that right with a glove, every time. Well, maybe nearly 
every time. He's got to learn to hook, too.” | 

Lisette nodded abstractedly, That was for later. 
“Monk, where is Lars?” | 

“A couple of sports writers wanted to talk to him. You 
wait here, ll bring him out." 

Benny Greenberg took the cigar from his mouth and 
rig it. His hand was quivering a little, Lisette no- 
ticed. 

“It’s a funny game, Miss Danby,” he murmured, “You 
look at a hundred fighters, maybe a thousand, and all 
you see are boys who'll go just so high, and hang there 
for a while, and slide back again. Then one like Hanson 
comes along... Monk tells me there arent any strings 
tied to the guy..." 

“None at all,” Lisette said. “He can make any kind of 
deal he wants to.” 

“Ah,” Benny Greenberg said. “Well, we'll see...” 

Monk came back with Lars. Aside from the ridge of 
collodion covering his temple cut, he was unmarked. He 
grinned jubilantly, kissing Lisette. 

“You did it, honey—not me.” 
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Monk coughed and looked embarrassed. Lisette car- - 
essed Lars’ cheek with her fingertips. 

“You had it all along, you big lug,” she said fondly. “I 
just reminded you to turn it loose.” 

They went up the street and into a restaurant recom- 
mended by Benny Greenberg. Lars ordered a steak; 





=` the others, coffee. Greenberg put down his cigar and 


spoke with abrupt directness. 

“This is the way it is,” he told them. “These are several 
men in this city, all with big money behind them, who 
love fighting. They relish having a finger in the game. 
If I tell them I have a good prospect who maybe could 
be fighting for the championship in a couple of years, 
they'll put up the money to get him started—and the 
backing needed to line up the right fights for him. They 
won't ask much for their end—say, ten percent. A third 
of the rest would go to me as his manager. Are you inter- 
ested?" | 

Lars groped for Lisette’s hand, under the tablecloth 
and gripped it hard. 

“We're interested,” he said. 

"All right." Greenberg reached into a pocket. "I've got 
a simple memorandum contract here that will cover the 
main points, We'll start you in the gym right away, keep 
you there for at least a month. Then test you with a fairly 
stiff fight or two—” 

“Hey, wait a minute!” Lars protested. “How about 
Monk? He's got to be included in the deal" - 

"Monk's as good a trainer as any man in the business," 
Greenberg said. "Sure, include him. Five percent off the 
top, before you and I get ours. 

“Then there's something else," Lars said. "I can't 
run out on Monk and Abe Zilman. I've got to finish the 
season with them,” 

“The hell you do!” Monk said heatedly. “I can hire a 
replacement for you in half an hour—” 

"But I'm not going to stay here without Liz—and she 
Tu t quit the show on such short notice. It wouldn't be 


| "That's right," Lisette said. "Just the same, you're not 
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going to pass up the opportunity of a lifetime because 
of me.” 

She and Lars argued furiously, voices rising. Green- 
berg watched them, head swinging from one to the other. 

“Make up your minds,” he cut in. “I've got to know, 
one way or the other, right now!” 

They argued some more. Lars was adamant. Then 
Monk, who had been silent for several minutes, spoke up. 

“Listen, maybe this will do it. I've got a brother, a 
farmer out in Washington—I could wire him tonight to 
come here and handle the fight tent for me, the rest of 
the season. While he’s on his way, I'll line up another 
fighter to work with Mushy. You can give Bidwell notice, 
Lisette, and he can hire another girl out of Chicago to 
take your place. It'll take—oh, three or four дауз— 

“Yeah,” Lisette agreed. “That'll fix everything. You 
can wait here, Lars, and we'll come back at the end of 
the week." 

*No," Lars said. "When you quit, I quit, not before." 
He looked inquiringly at Benny Greenberg. "Maybe we 
better not sign anything tonight. But if everything turns 
out all right and I can look you up at the end of the 
week, we might do it then...” 

The fat little man sighed, shrugged and looked baffled. 

It was drizzling in Chicago next morning as they left 
and headed down state. They were quiet and tired. Lis- 
ette had not slept well. She had been too busy thinking. 

It continued to drizzle intermittently all through the 
day. They came to a bleak, hilly section and Monk, who 
had been humped sourly over the wheel without speak- 
ing for several hours past, suddenly straightened up and 
looked around. 

“Well,” he said, “we're almost there.” 

“Hibberton,” Lisette remarked wryly. “I've heard it's 
the worst.” 

“You're not kidding,” Monk said. 

“What was Abe thinking about, to route us into this 
neck of the woods? It’s mean country—mostly coal min- 
ers—and there just isn't any tougher breed. I played it 
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with the Polo shows a couple of years back and we had 
trouble getting out with our hides." 

Hibberton consisted of gray, soot-streaked houses, 
strung out through the dark hills. The carny was pitched 
down in a hollow. They drove over rutted roads to get to 
the rear of it. 

"Hope that answer from my brother has arrived," 
Monk said. "Ill see you both later. And Lars—if another 
of Kirks hired bums is on hand tonight, Mushy will 
tackle him. 

“The hell he will,” Lars answered shortly. 

They started to argue about it. Lisette left them and 
headed toward the trailer. 

She had taken only a couple of steps when 
she stopped. She could not believe her eyes. Was it pos- 
sible? A giddy feeling came over her. 

A man and a woman stood just ahead of her. They 
were talking angrily. The woman laughed scornfully and 
tossed her thick blue-black hair back like a mane. She 
turned and saw Lisette, and the sneer widened. That 
woman was Nola Magill. 

She headed toward the kooch tent and ducked into 
the dressing top as though she owned it. 

Then the man turned and saw Lisette. She recog- 
nized the familiar suit with exaggerated lapels, looking 
now as if it had not seen an iron in a long time. She 
stared at the pale, narrow face, more lined than she re- 
membered, at the tight mouth, at the eyes that sparkled 
exultantly at sight of her. 

“Lisette!” Ned Kipper exclaimed. “Am I glad to see 
you again! How about a big welcome-back kiss?” 








HE put his hands on her arms. She felt numb. Her lips 
parted and she tried to speak but words would not 
come. 

Ned here... Nola Magill, too, 

Ned drew her close. She turned her head, evading his 
kiss. She felt his fingers dig into her flesh. 

“Now, listen,” he said, the familiar arrogance in his 
voice. "Thats a hell of a way to act—especially after all 
Ive been through! You're not going to brush me, babe. 
I did too much for youl” 

“Yeah,” Lisette said, shaking off his grip. Her breasts 
rose and fell stormily as she glared at him. “You sure 
did plenty for me, you crumb! Like unloading the rap 
for that pig-sticking in Kansas and passing me just 
enough cash to get me out of town—then hitting the 
road with that black-headed tramp!” 

“Crumb, am I?” Ned’s thin lips twisted and she 
thought he was going to slap her. She hoped he would. 
Her fingers were curved to rip his sallow cheeks. But his 
eyes flickered and his shoulders sagged. When he spoke 
again it was in a conciliatory whine. “Ah, Lisette, dont 

be that way! Jeez, kid, when I lost you I lost my luck. 
It's been nothing but the dirty end of the stick for me 
ever since. I had to sell my car and trailer and every- 
thing else. I'm broke. All I own is the set of threads 
Im wearing. That two-timing Nola, that bitch! God, I've 
been through hell on my hands and knees!” 

He looked it. He was grimy and unshaven. His 
frayed shirt-collar was black, and so were his nails. 
Looking at him, at his plucked-chicken figure and nar- —— 
row chest, at his unhealthy pallor, Lisette wondered 
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what in the world she had ever seen in Ned Kipper. 
Why, compared with Lars, he was— 

Lars! Lisette whirled and discovered that Lars was 
just going into the fight tent with Monk. He must have 
seen Ned with her. 

Her heart seemed to turn over as she remembered 
the night she had sent him away and the words she 
had spoken then. "I'm not in love with you... there's 
another guy...” | 

If he had not guessed already who Ned was, he 
would soon find out. Ned would brag. It was his 
way. And Nola would talk. 

She tossed her yellow hair. “What are you doing 
here?” 

“What would I be doing?” he muttered sullenly. “I'm 
still carny. I'm running a wheel for Al Kirk..." 

- "But how did it happen? I mean—how come this 
particular show?" 

He shrugged. "We were in Chi, me and Nola. And 
I—well, I ran into some trouble. Landed in the clink. 
When I got out, I found she'd left with the last of my 
roll. But I located the booking agency that had given 
her a job and found where they'd sent her and fol- 
lowed her here. I hit Kirk for a spot, first. I was just 
catching up with Nola when you came along.” 

Lisette laughed harshly. “I saw what she was hand- 
ing you, too. A pair of brushes, You better face it—no- 
body wants you around here!” 

His eyes glittered. His lips skinned back from his 
teeth 


"You think so, huh? Well, we'll wait and see!" 

She regretted immediately that she had jeered at 
him. She knew well his capacity for lashing back at 
somebody who had laughed at him—especially if the 
somebody were a woman. 

"Look," she told him, "I'm not holding anything against 
you, Ned—not any longer. It's past and done with. But 
at the same time, I'm not having anything more to do 
with you. Stay away from mel It won't have to be for 
long. I'm blowing this show at the end of the week—” 
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“Yeah? Why?” Ned interrupted, instantly alert. 


watch what she said. | 
"Never mind why. You just remember what I told 


you." | 
She left him then, turning and running toward the 
fight tent. г 


Lisette bit her lip angrily. When would she learn to ~ 1 | 


Monk was alone. He gave her a wooden, unsmiling x 


glance as she rushed up to him. 


"Where's Lars?” she demanded. “I've got to see him, 


right away. Did he go to our place?” 

“No,” Monk said. “Told me he was going to take a 
walk, stretch his legs. I didn't notice the direction he 
went, Lisette-and wouldn't tell you if I did. The mood 
he was in, being alone for a while might be the best 
thing for him." 

*Oh, God!" Lisette groaned and sat down on a bench. 
“I knew he'd take a fast jump to a wrong conclusion. 
And I guess you did the same thing." 

Monk shrugged, looking noncommittal, 

“Well—Say it!” Lisette flared. “You saw that guy. You 
saw how he rushed up to me. Don't tell me it wasnt 
obvious that we must have known each other intimately 
—that...  - 

“Lisette, cool off,” Monk protested. “Sure, it was ob- 
vious. But it’s got to be between you and Lars. It isn't 
any of my business. The only thing is, I sure wish it 
hadn't happened at this time." 

“Yeah,” Lisette said. “Did you hear from your broth- 
er?" 

“He'll be here Friday,” Monk said, “We can leave, 
then—if everything doesn't blow up." 

"It won't. Ill see to that." 

“I wish I could believe you,” Lisette said. “But I've 
come to know the big fellow pretty well—and the way 
he acted, youre going to have a tough job getting 
things smoothed out. I thought for a second he would go 
over and slug that guy—which would sure have killed 
him. If you had seen Lars, you wouldn't promise so easy 
that you'll put things right. 
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“Oh, Monk, I’ve been such a fool! I told Lars I loved 
him—but I tied strings to it, so he’s never been really 
sure of me. Why didn't I tell him the truth—that 
Im his, all his?" 

s him now,” Monk urged. “Go find him, and tell 

“Tl try to,” Lisette said, hesitatingly. “But how much 
will he believe me now?” 

She stood up again. The lines were deep in Monk's 
face. He looked old and tired. 

“Good luck, Lisette. I hope you get things straight- 
ened out. There's a lot at stake for the boy. Га feel 
like cutting my throat if he went haywire now and lost 
ut." 


That made two of them who felt the same way, 
Lisette thought, walking slowly over to the kooch tent. 

She went into the dressing top. Babe was there, set- 
ting Lou's hair. Sadie was repairing a broken G-string. 
Jean lay prone on her cot, reading a confession maga- 
zine. Sandra was sleepily blowing smoke rings. And 
Nola was over in the corner that had formerly been Do- 
rinda's. 

Two of a kind, thought Lisette. 

The girls welcomed her excitedly, asking eager ques- 
tions about the trip. She evaded them, looking at Nola. 
Sadie spoke up. 

“I want you to know our new girl, Lisette. Whitey 
called Chicago and a booking agent there sent her 
down to join us—” 

“Hello, Nola,” Lisette said. 

Nola went rigid for a moment, Then she turned her 
head, slowly, sensuous red lips parting in a mocking 

nile. 

"Why, if it isn’t Liz Danby!” she exclaimed. “How're 
you doing, Liz? Stuck any more customers lately?” 

“Look, I don’t mind you working this tent,” Lisette 
said evenly. “It needs another girl. But we're going to 
play everything different, this time around. No nasty 
cracks out of you, no funny business. Understand?" 

The girl came to her feet like a cat. She turned an 








outraged glare on the blonde girl, and said, "What do 


you mean? If you're talking about that whining shrimp 


of a Kipper, take him back, and welcome. All he brought 
me was grief. I hate his guts!” | 


"Im not talking about Ned. You did me a big favor - 
when you took him away from me—but I'm not hand- 


ing out any thanks because you didn't do it as a favor—" 


She paused. It was as still as death in the crowded - 


dressing top. Babe started to speak but Sadie gestured 
peremptorily for her to be silent. 

“You're going to lay off me, Nola,” Lisette went on. 
“Because if you don't—" 

Nola’s mouth turned ugly and challenging. 

“Because if I don’t, youll do what? Pull your switch 
blade on me?” 

That did it, Lisette leaped at her. Nola went back 
a step, grabbing up a heavy hand mirror. She swung 
it at Lisette’s head. But she made her move too late. 
Already Lisette was clutching Nola’s black hair. Lisette 
yanked hard. Nola’s head went back at a sharp angle. 
angle. She writhed helplessly as Lisette jerked her 
around and put a knee into the small of her back. Lis- 
ette pulled harder on that thick jet mane and there 
was a rattling scream of pain and fear from Nola's 
throat. 

“I could break your neck right now,” Lisette said. 
“Who'd care? Is there anybody you've met in your 
whole crooked life who'd give a damn, Nola?" 

-Nola's eyes were distended, She was no quitter, how- 

ever much of a bitch she might be. Liz dodged it 
easily. She tried again to swing the mirror at Lisette. 
The blonde promptly slapped Nola's face stingingly, 
once—twice,.. 

“Lisette, for God’s sake!” Sadie gasped. 

“Stay out, of this, Sadie! All the rest of you, too. . x 
She slapped Nola a third time. "Now you've got the 
idea. So behave yourself!" 

Lisette let the girl go. Nola reeled forward, hand to 
her throat, She fell across the table and dropped the 
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hand-mirror to the floor. Its glass shattered on the hard 
ground. 

The eyes of the other girls in the tent were round 
with amazement as they gaped at her. Lisette turned 
to Sadie Bidwell. 

“You'd better tell Whitey to call Chicago again,” she 
said. “I'm quitting, the end of this week.” 


Lars had not shown up at the trailer by dinner time. 
Lisette, who had prowled the lot constantly from one 
end to the other, finally gave up trying to find him 
and went to eat alone. 

After dinner, as she headed back to the kooch tent, 
she saw Ned hard at work behind a wheel counter. 
He would do all right, she thought. Ned could handle a 
wheel as well as anybody in the business. He could skin 
a customer down to his last cent. 

She saw Al Kirk, too, and the way Kirk looked at 
her sent an icy trickle down her back. Lisette remem- 
bered that they still had Kirk to contend with and he 
still had this last stand left in which to keep throwing 
his plug-uglies at Lars. 

It was quiet and tense in the dressing top. Every- 
body seemed to be trying to watch both Nola and Liz 
at the same time, Sadie was turning shrewish. Lisette 
could hear her complaining to Whitey, out in the pas- 
sageway. 

“A tough town to start with—and now this! And you 
didn't get those lights fixed, either!" 

By this she meant Lisette and Nola. Lisette ignored 
the dark-haired girl, who watched her all the time and 
took elaborate care not to turn her back on Nola. 

They trooped out for the first bally, Whitey had col- 
lected a fair tip and when he turned it they had almost 
a full tent. It seemed a good start for this pitch, Still, 
there was something about it that made all of them un- 
easy. They muttered about it after the all-on and felt 
it even more as they took their solos, 


The audience consisted most of tough, hard-faced 
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miners with the coal-dust grime under their hides that — 
- could never be scrubbed out, and of lanky hill farmers 
scattered in among them. They watched with a brood- - 
ing intensity that made all of the girls cold and shaky. 

“How long do we pitch in this dump?” Babe mut- x 
tered. “Six days? We'll never make it! I was witha — 
carny once that played a town just like this in Kentucky. 
We had a riot that put three canvasmen in the hos- 
pital...” 

Nola was doing a good job. She had the opening turn, 
using the black mesh panties that Lisette had worn 
for a while. With her hair flowing about her shoulders 
and her deep, pear-shaped breasts in heaving motion, 
she made a very sexy picture. But she was having no 
more success than the others at getting applause—in- 
cluding Lisette in her scant string of beads. 

Lisette wondered how these tough hill people would 
react to a blow-off. An answer should be forthcoming 
soon. Whitey was sure to run a couple this week. 

At the finish of the second bally, Lisette heard the 
talker for the fight tent start his spiel and she looked 
over that way. Lars was not on the stand. Mushy 
Grogan was standing alone. 

An hour passed before Lars finally made his ap- 
pearance, towering above Monks talker. Her heart 
leaped painfully. The way he stood, arms folded, mouth 
tightly set and jaw jutting as he stared at nothing, did 
not look very encouraging. 

They had fallen into the habit of exchanging signals 
when both were out on the stands at the same time. 
As she left, making the turn down the steps, Lisette 
lifted her hand, watching him anxiously. 

For a heartsick moment she thought he was not going 
to respond. Then she saw a glove lift slowly. The ex- 
pression on his face had not changed but at least he . 
had returned her greeting. It was enough. She felt warm 
and happy as she hurried into the dressing top. Just as 
soon as she could join him and explain about Ned, ev- 
erything would be all right. mm: : 
The evening dragged along, with fair business. 
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They ran the last show and everybody was tremen- 
dously relieved to wind up this first night. Lisette 
paused only long enough to take off the beads and put 
on her wrapper before leaving the dressing top. She 
would clean up in her own trailer. Lars had insisted she 
spend some of his fight money on herself in Chicago, 
and she had bought a blue nightgown, sheer and lacy, 
also some rather expensive perfume. She would be ready 
to use both to the limit when Lars came to join her. 

Monk was still running a show. She stopped at the 
back flap to look in. Lars was in the ring with a wildly 
swinging miner, moving swiftly and smoothly, hitting 
him hard and often. The talker was refereeing. Monk 
saw Lisette and walked over to the flap. | 

"Is he all right?" Lisette asked tensely. 

"The boy is a fighting fool tonight," Monk said. "That's 
the third one he has taken on and he'll be putting him 
away any second now. One of Kirk's hired maulers was 
the first-said he was a miner from some town back in 
the hills. Lars knocked him stiff in less than a minute. 
In a way, it's good experience. Yeah, I guess he's all 
right. I guess he walked off what wound him up so. You 
go ahead and I'll send him along soon—" 

Lisette interrupted him with a gasp. She nudged 
Monk and pointed. 

“Over there—look! Now, what has brought those two 
stinkers together so quick?” 

She was looking through the tent’s front flap, wide 
open to ventilate the smoky interior. Outside, a pair of 
familiar figures were talking quietly. Al Kirk and Nola 
Magill. 

“Who's the babe?” Monk asked, frowning. 

“A first-class bitch,” said Lisette, “Perfect company 
for Kirk. Wonder what they're cooking up.” 

The miner in the ring was down. Monk stepped away 
to lend his talker a hand in the ring. Lisette left, 
heading into the circle where the trailers and living 
tops were parked. 

She ducked through the opening into her trailer. 
She slipped out of the wrapper and let it drop, llexing 
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tired muscles. Give her just a couple of minutes to 
sponge off and put on that new nightgown and spray 
the perfume around— 

A match flared. From behind it Ned Kipper grinned 
loosely, standing at the far end of the trailer, where 
he had waited until now in darkness. His eyes 
avid as he stared at her. 

“Now we'll have a real get-together, baby,” he said. 





Thirteen 


l- LISETTE stooped, swept up the wrapper and draped 


it around her body in a fury. 

“Get out of here, Ned. And don’t ever come back.” 

He smirked confidently at her. “Ah, I heard about you 
and that punch-drunk fighter. Maybe some guys 
would be sore—but me, I understand. Now I'm back, 
though, I want you to quit playing hard to get, right 
now. 

The match burned down. He dropped it and laughed. 
Then he reached out for her. 

Lisette twisted away from him, still clinging to the 
wrapper with her left hand. Her right hand lifted, fingers 
curved to claw at his face. But suddenly she remem- 
bered what Lars had said to her the night she had fought 
with Dorinda. She made a fist and hit Ned in the stom- 
ach. 

He sagged and bent, tottering toward Lisette. One 
hand clutched her shoulder as he tried to keep himself 
from falling. 

The tent flap was pulled aside and Lars stood there, 
looking in. 

The lights of the midway were behind him and they 
sharply lit the scene in the tent. Lisette was pushing. 
hard at Ned. He stumbled back, lurched against the 
tent’s center pole and clung to it. Lisette turned to face’ 
Lars, hastily pulling the wrapper into position again to 
cover as much of her as possible. 

“Oh, Lars... f° | 

The bathrobe hung loosely from his shoulders. He had 
removed his gloves but not his trunks. Sweat still glis- 
tened on him. He had come to her as quickly as he had 
been able to. His big hands were opening and closing 
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spasmodically. His face was in shadow but Lisette 
thought his lips were parted, moving soundlessly as he 


groped for words, 


Ned was straightening up. Lars took a step forward as. 


though to come into the tent and Ned hastily reached 
into a pocket and brought out something that had a dull 
metallic glint. 

“Nol” Lisette cried. She jumped at Ned. She hit him 
with her shoulder, drove him against the pole and got a 
hand on his wrist. She heard the ugly snick as the spring- 
driven blade snapped out. Ned spat furious curses at her 
as he tried to bring up the knife. They swayed and 
strained against each other for a moment. Then Liz 
made a fist again and hit him in the face, Ned yelped 
and dropped the knife. 

Lisette bent, grabbed it, and straightened up. She held 
the knife tightly in one hand, the blade pointing toward 
Ned, She looked at the open flap and Lars was gone. 

Ned was edging around toward the Вар. Hurried 
words dribbled from his lips. | 

"Now, listen, Lisette. If that's the way you want it, 
that's the way I'll play. I'll stay away. Just be careful.” 

Lisette gestured angrily with the knife and light shiv- 
ered along its blade. Ned bolted through the flap. He 
headed toward the midway, walking swiftly. 

Lisette let the knife drop. Her legs were trembling 
violently. She sat down and scrubbed her face with both 
hands. Then she plowed her fingers into her hair and 
tangled them there and leaned forward, elbows on knees, 
feeling the anguished hammering of her heart, the quiv- 
ering of muscles all through her body. — 

Lars had not seen all of it, she decided. If he had, he 
would not have walked away. What he had probably 
seen was Ned with an arm around her, then Ned going 
back as though retreating from the threat of Lars’ fists, 
and Lisette rushing after him, a move that could have 
looked, in the uncertain light, as if she had been trying 
to protect Ned from Lars. | 

She pulled herself together grimly, put on her wrapper 
and walked over to the fight tent. - 
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. Monk was counting the night's take. Mushy, already 
‘stretched on his cot, was snoring lustily. 
_ "Where's Lars?” asked Lisette, 
_ Monk blinked in annoyance, losing count halfway 
_ through a sheaf of bills. "Said he was hungry. Went to 
get a hamburger." 

"Oh," Lisette said, in great relief. Maybe things were 
not as bad as she had feared. 

Monk moistened his lips apprehensively. "It isn't more 
trouble? You two got together okay, didn't you?" 

"Take it easy, Monk. Everything's going to be all 
right," Lisette said. 

She believed it herself as she went back to the trailer, 
quickly donned slacks and a blouse, and walked up the 
midway, planning just how to tell Lars the truth about 
Ned. | 

































There was a burger joint out front that stayed open 
after everything else closed up, catering to the late trade 
of the carny people, many of whom never turned in until 
dawn, A squat little man stood behind the counter. Lars 
was not in sight. Two men occupied stools, with Babe 
squealing and giggling between them. She waved a hello 

Lisette. 


to 
“Burger and coffee, Shorty,” Lisette said. She drummed 
her fingers on the counter top, fuming impatiently as 
she waited for Babe to go off somewhere with the two 
men. 
» Lisette had to buy another hamburger that she didn't 
... want, before they finally wandered away. Then she beck- 
oned tensely to the counterman. | 3 
"Shorty, was Lars in here a while agp. NI 
Shorty shrugged, eyeing her with sharp. calculation. 
He knew all the carny’s dark-hour secrets and tised them ,Ț 
to work his own small grift. “Quite a crowd tonight, Lis- 
ette. I didn't notice everybody...” — 1. 0 
She understood. She put a five-spot on the counter. 
“Will this help you remember?" | 
He scooped it up deftly. “All right. Yeah, he was here.” 
“And where did he go when he left? Outside?” 
_ “Now, Lisette. That Swede's a big, tough guy!” 





She produced another five-spot but kept her hand 
on it. Shorty eyed the bill, debated briefly with himself, ] 
and shrugged, | | n 

“I guess you got a right to know, at that. Yeah, outside, 
And I'll tell you something else, for free. A gal wiggled 
all over him, shilling him away. No townie, either. The 
new babe that Whitey brought in тот С° 1... 

Lisette felt a dry constriction in her throat. She | 
gripped the counter as Shorty picked up the second bill. 
Then she felt a scalding tide of anger and turned and — 
started toward the arch at the head of the midway, nails _ | 
digging into her palms. It was late and the hill town  . 
above the hollow was dark and silent. But she intended 
to find Nola Magill if it took all night. 

“Lisette, it’s no use,” Shorty called after her. “She had 
a car. They drove off together.” | 

That stopped her dead. Nola and a car? It didn't add 
up. Lisette turned. 

"How much to tell me something about that car, 
Shorty?" she asked. 

. The burger man shook his head once with hard final- 
ity. 
‘Tm sorry, Lisette but it’s no sale—not even if you 
could offer me as much as Abe Zilman takes out of this 

show in a month.” | 

He was really telling her to save her money because 
he knew nothing, Lisette thought. Just then a couple of 
men came up, loudly grousing about their bad luck in Al 
Kirks crap game. She retraced her steps to the trailer, 
where she undressed and stretched out on blankets still 
rumpled the way she and Lars had left them that morn- 
ing. She stared into darkness, knowing there was nothing 
she could do but wait. 

Suddenly she found herself sitting up, stiff and cold, 
awakened by tortured dreams. It was very late. 

The trailer was parked at the rear of the fight tent, 
and she saw that a light was on in there. Monk was say- 
ing something querulously and she heard Lars' terse re- 
sponse. | 

The light went out. Lisette waited, holding her breath, 

f ~ 














| P = 
s -— аи 
L > ТЕ 


. But Lars did not come. Deep quiet settled again over the 
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sleeping carnival and she realized at last that he intend- 
ed to stay in the fight tent. 

She crawled between the dreary blankets. At least, she 
thought, he isn't spending the night with Nola. 

It was drizzling the next morning. Sadie Bidwell was 
in the kooch tent, tinkering with the lights. 

“Whitey called Chicago and a new girl's coming Fri- 
day," she reported. "Listen, Lisette, won't you change 
your mind and stay with us? If it's Nola that's making 
you leave, I'll can her the minute she sticks her nose on 
the lot today. I didn't like her even before you two tan- 
gled—" 

"No, she's not the cause, Sadie. My plans to leave were 
made before I knew she had joined up." 

Yes, she had made her plans and now she had to go 
through with them—even though there was a breach be- 
tween her and Lars that could not be mended, even 
though it was not meant that they should leave together. 
In the meantime, she could not do anything that would 
make Nola look like a martyr. She had not realized that 
fact last night but today it was hammering grimly in her 
thoughts. 

She went out and glimpsed Monk coming out on the 
lot. He was hot and tired and grumpy and he glowered 
at Lisette when she intercepted him. Nevertheless, he 
went with her to the cook tent. They took their coffee to a 
quiet corner and Monk drank his as though it were 
flavored with bile. 

“I want to be wised up, quick,” he growled. “I know 
about Lars and that black-haired bimbo we saw with 
Kirk. But what the hell happened last night to make him 


. go with her?" 


“Something pretty bad,” Lisette admitted wearily. “He 
thought he caught me doing some fast cheating on 


| She ‘told him, bluntly, just the way it had happened, 
Monk grimaced angrily but he also patted her hand. 
“Lars is luckier than he'll ever know,” Monk said. “I 
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picked him up." 

“Yeah? Just by chance?” 

“Of course not. They went off together in a car—and 
she never got together enough of a roll to own a car. 
Shorty, the burger cook, wouldn't spill anything about it 
—not directly. But I tumbled quick enough—it must have 
been Al Kirk's car." а" > 

“I know all that. I got a gander at it when Lars came 
back this morning,” Monk said. “It was a Chevvy, one of 
the three Al has with the carny. Lars didn't know that, 
of course—doesn't know it yet. It's clear that Al is trying 
some kind of squeeze play." 

They both sat silent for a moment, considering mat- 
ters. Then Monk patted her hand again. 

“Look, if it helps any, they went to a roadhouse out of 
town and were there until three o'clock, when the bar- 
tender wanted to close up. By then, the babe had lapped 
up so much sauce she had spaghetti legs. Lars had to 
get the night clerk at her hotel to unlock her door while 
he carried her in and dumped her on the bed. Then he 
came back here. I got most of the story from him...” 

*But he didn't come back to me, Monk. And where is 
he today?" | | 

*She showed up early and they drove away in the 
Chevvy, Monk said reluctantly. "As soon as he gets 
back, though, I'll grab the guy and hold on to him, and 
you set him right—" 

“No,” she said. “If he'll come to me, I'll talk my tonsils 
off. But not otherwise.” : 

Monk stared at her, “And while you two keep your 
necks stiff, what about the rest of it? What about getting 
out from under here and heading back to Chicago by 
Friday night?" 

“Yeah, there’s that to worry about,” Lisette agreed. 

“Look, here’s something I haven't told you about— 
Kirk had another one of his pros at the hotel in town— 

probably ready to throw him at Lars tonight. I got word 


"He didn't go to Nola, Monk,” Lisette said. “She ~ 
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this pro checked out a while ago and left for parts un- 
known. Why? Kirk isn't giving up his scheme to see Lars 
hurt. That grifter never gives up on anything! He's going 
to try something else. But what?" 

"I don't know. We'll just have to ride along and hope 
we find out.” 

Monk chewed his lip, scowling. “I guess you're right. 
We can’t spill to Lars that the babe is hooking him for 
Kirk—not yet, anyway. Lars woiildn’t listen. Fil tap every 
contact I've got and spread some doügh and sée if I can 
come up with the answer. And, Lisette, there’s some- 
thing you have to do—” 

“Sure, I know. I figured that out for myself,” Lisette 
said. “I have to leave Nola alone, It won't be easy—Id 
like to rip her wide open—but that might drive Lars even 
closer to her than he is already. So don't worry, Monk, 
I won't tangle with her. Let me know quick if you find 
out anything. Meantime, ive got a hunch—" 

"Yeah? About what" Monk asked. 

"Maybe Kirk thinks Nola is playing his game," Lisette 
said. "But I know her a lot better than he does and I'd 
bet against it." 

She had finished her coffee and now, because there 
was nothing more she could do at the moment, Lisette 
got up and went back to the trailer where she undressed 
and crawled under the blankets. She slept soundly all 
afternoon. 


Nola stood before her mirror dusting on dark pow- 
der as Lisette came in to the dressing top that evening. 
Nola turned her head with a goading stare and put a 
hand out casually to her purse, lying open on a table 
near her. Lisette glimpsed the butt of a small pistol in 
the purse. 

She pretended not to see it although obviously it was 
being purposely displayed for her benefit. She removed 
her wrapper, sat down, and reached for a mascara brush. 
There was strong tension in the tent. Maybe Nola had 
done some bragging about what she intended to do if 
Lisette tried anything. 








айе. walked de: "Blow-of E tonight?” pee 
«Моз of the tickets gone already. We might as 
out right away. if were going to have. trouble i 
town.” 
_ They breezed through the, stent of the blow-off wi 
no hitches. | 
Nola was out on stage now aid: Lisette walked over to 
the back flap where she stood looking out into the dark- 
ness, smoking a cigarette, waiting for her solo to come 
around. She was wearing the hula outfit with a crepe- 
paper lei hung around her neck, supposed to impart 
added titillation to her big, bare breasts. — 
Somebody came up furtively from the other side of 
the canvas. There was a low whisper. 
“Lisette? Listen, I've got to talk to you right — а 
- She threw down her cigarette angrily and reached for 
| the flap, intending to close it behind her. ce 
. .. *You'd better listen!" Ned Kiper said fiercely. "It's БӨР а 
- about us—but the big joker in the fight tent. Kirk's put- 
ting him on a spot and Nola's helping. You want to find 
out how? Then I'll wait in your trailer—and not long, 
either!” 
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Fourteen 


AS soon as they had finished for the night, Lisette hur- 
ried to her trailer. | 

"Lock that," Ned whispered as she pulled the door 
shut, “and keep your voice down. I don’t think they 
know I'm on to them but I'm not taking any chances—" 

“Don't build it up, Ned,” Lisette said. “Just spill what 
you have, then get out.” 

“For nothing?” he retorted, voice turning sly. “What 
I've got is worth money—and I need it. I want getaway 
cash. I'm blowing this carny before the roof falls in!” 

"I might have known!" she snapped. "Well, you're 
not bleeding me—" Then curiosity got the better of 
her. "What do you mean—getaway cash? You just got 
with it." E 

"The money—put it up. Listen, you think Im just 
clowning? This whole setup is coming to a fast boill 
And Im fading out..." 

Lisette considered. “I’m not flush, Ned, but I could 
scrape up a hundred—” 

“All right. Hand it over. And I'll give you the general 
idea, while you're digging it out. When you let me 
know you were quitting the caray, end of this week, I 
told Nola. Why? I wanted back my cash that she blew 
Chi with. She had already found out about you and the 
big Swede and about Kirk hating your guts—so she 
lined up with Kirk. He told her to find out from the 
Swede what was cooking. She did. She found out all 
about it.” 

Lisette was taking the money out of the coffee can 
in which she had hidden it. As she counted the bills, 
Ned watched greedily. 

"Kirks got a big deal working, he went on. "He's 
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pulling his wheels out of the carny on Friday night, = 


Thats why orders are out to take this town to the - 
cleaners. Kirk wants trouble. He's moving his stuff to 


an amusement park in Florida for the winter—and he 


means to dump a riot in Zilman’s lap for a getaway 


present, as soon as he has his own things out of the 
way... | 

Lisette stared at him unbelievingly. But Ned was 
sober. He was talking straight. She gave him the money. 

"But the worst is yet to come," Ned said meaningly. 
“It's the part that concerns your Swede friend,” — 
“Fit Lars into it," she said. “Hurry up!” 

“Not so fast,” he said, leering at her. 

“Look, Ned. I can’t spare you another cent.” 

"Its not money I want." 

"You can go to hell," she said. "Those days are over. 
wouldn't give you a piece if you were—" 

“Not so fast,” Ned growled. “You'll come across, and 
exactly the way I want you to. Because if I keep my 
information to myself, you won't have your Swede. In 
fact, there won't be any Swede.” 

Lisette glared at him. “I don’t believe you. I dont 
think you know a thing.” 

Ned Kipper laughed again. “That’s something I'll never 

Lisette yelled, “Wait!” In an agony of doubt, she 
raked the smirking Ned with her contemptuous blue 
eyes. Then suddenly she surrendered. “All right, Ned. 
Have it your way. But after its over, youd better 
have something to tell me about Lars." 

He laughed. 

She stepped out of her wrapper, revealing her clean, 
creamy body clad only in a few strings of beads and 
a G-string. She flung off her shoes, stretched herself 
. out on the bed. 

“Well, what are you waiting for? Forgotten how to do 
it?" 

Ned Kipper laughed again. "That's something I'll never 
forget. But I dont want it your way. I want it my 
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way. Exactly my way. That's the deal—" While talking, 
he had been loosening his clothíng. He walked over to | 
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the bed: He sat down on it. “Now, goddam you, lie 
across my knees on your belly. Go ahead!” 


She did as he wished. His left arm passed under her, 
the hand fondling and squeezing her luscious breasts. 

Lisette stammered, “W-What are you going to do, 
Ned?” 

"Im going to punish you for being snotty. I'm going 
to teach you what it means to kiss off Ned Kipper!” 
With his right hand he tore away the G-string. Then he 
delivered a resounding smack to Lisette’s bare and 
quivering bottom. 

"Ned! For God's sake, Ned!" 

He slapped again, with all the strength he had. 

“You'll mark me. I have to work, Ned!” 

“You can cover bruises with make-up. Or you can 
work in that hula skirt you sometimes wear.” 

While his left hand pinched and squeezed, his right 
hand continued to punish poor Lisette. Gasping and 
sobbing, kicking and flailing with her long, lissome 
legs, she endured the rain of blows assaulting her satiny 
buttocks. Their usual creamy loveliness turned to angry 
red. Just when she thought she could endure the tor- 
ture no longer, not even for Lars, her tormentor sud- 
denly reached the end of his physical restraint. He 
had meant to make her suffer longer, suffer more, but 
all this delicious nude beauty at his mercy proved too 
much for him. With brutal hands he grasped her yel- 
low hair, pulled hard, forcing her to lift her torso and 
sit upright on his lap. Those hands of his, circling 
around from behind, now clutched and clawed Lisette's 
big, beautiful bosoms. At the same time, she felt a 
stab as cruel as if a knife were cleaving her, and she 
closed her teeth on her lip to keep herself from scream- 
ing. There was no joy to it, no answering ecstasy—just 
Ned Kipper venting his gluttonous passion upon her... 
soiling her, dirtying her, using her... while she writhed 
and twisted in his noxious embrace. ... 

But when it was over, she jammed both elbows back- 
ward, striking him in the midriff and forcing him to 





release her. She 81 to her feet, a naked t 


furious Lisette still smarting form his brutalities. 


"I hope you burn in hell a million years,” she spat. 
"Now speak up. What is it you have to say about Lars?" _ 
“Listen good,” Ned answered, breathing hard. “Al - 
Kirk means to set off a riot, with your Swede as bait. 


Al is tired of throwing paid fighters at the guy 
and seeing them carted out feet first. So he's found 
himself a big hillbilly who’s got a local rep for mean- 
ness. He’s due in town Friday night with all his friends, 
to tangle with the Swede. Kirk wants your boy bad 
hurt, crippled—in fact, Al don’t care if the Swede gets 
killed. And to make sure, he’s gonna have that crowd 
primed to take apart the Swede and the carny both, 
whether his hillbilly wins or loses,” He laughed wicked- 
ly. “That’s what I've got to tell you about Kirk and the 
Swede. There's also the part about Nola and the 
Swede.. 

“You bastard, What about Nola?” 

“Pay me first.” 

“I told you—I can't spare any more money—" 

"Who said anything about money? Oh—dont get your- 
self riled up, chick, I’m not going to hit you this time. 
Just come back here on the bed—thats right. Now 
draw up your pretty knees—go ahead, you know what 
to do—go ahead, dammit!” 

And thus did Ned defile pretty Lisette, force her to 
degrade herself until she had reached the lowest 
depths of humiliation. 


Only then, finally, did he leave her gasping on the 


bed and restore himself and his clothing to good order. 
Combing his dark hair, he said, “All right. Heres my 
end of the bargain. About Nola... 

“Yes?” 

“That bitch is set to double-cross Al Kirk. She sees a 
chance for a bigger take than she ever dreamed she 


could get her hands on—the Swede's cut of the dough. 


hes going to make when he hits Chicago and starts 
fighting big time. So she plans to jump the carny to- 





morrow night—one night ahead of Kirk’s move—and 
take the Swede along.” 

It was just the sort of scheme Nola would figure out, 
all right, Lisette told herself, 

“Nola laughed in my face when I begged her for a 
cut of it,” he said bitterly. “Left me holding the sack 
after I showed her how to work it, Wouldn't even pass 
me back my own dough! Well, she's going to find out 
she isn't the only one who can put on a crosseroo . . ." 

"Yeah," Lisette agreed woodenly. "You can show her 
or anybody else how to put on the cross, Ned... 
When are you leaving?" 

"Well tomorrow night, I figure" Ned answered 
guardedly. "Im working another deal and it will take 
that long to make it pay off. Put the shiv in Nola, 
Liz. Twist it around and break it off—for mel" 

Not for him, Lisette thought grimly. But she had to 
move fast for Lars. 


Lisette washed herself all over in strong laundry 
soap, then got into shoes and a wrapper, and went 
over to the fight tent. Monk was counting money again. 
Beyond him, Lars lay on his cot, hands behind his 
head, staring at the canvas roof. He turned his head 
toward Lisette but did not speak. 

She talked tersely to Monk, relaying what Ned had 
told her. She avoided looking at Lars, though she felt the 
force of his growing agitation as the words tumbied 
from her lips. 

Monk looked at him, though, when Lisette had fin- 
ished. "Well, you big palooka, did you fix it with that 
woman to go to Chicago tomorrow?" 

Lars did not answer for a moment. There was a sick- 
ness in his face, a bitterness in the tight set of his 
mouth. This must be one moment, Lisette realized, 
when he was wondering if there were anybody that 
he could trust. 


"No, he said tightly, at last. "Nola said she hated 
the kind of life she had to live—but she couldnt break 








away from it. I told her to come along to Chicago EET ~ 


Id help her. That was all—" 


Monk made a disgusted sound. "It was plenty. Fal - 
for a line with whiskers on it, give her an in like that, — 


and she had all she needed. You'd have gone, all 
right—for a sleigh ride." 

"Monks right, Lars,' Lisette said. "You've come to 
know something about women-—but you've never met 
one as conniving as Nola. And the way you behave aft- 
er women let you do it to them, shed have a perfect 
handle to make you do anything— 

"But I didn't make love to her” Lars protested, voice 
strangled. 

“You would have, then—before tomorrow night.” 

The misery in his eyes told her this was the truth. 
He had held out against Nola—she believed this beyond 
question—but he could not have continued to hold out. 
Lisette thought he knew this and had reached the 
point of not caring, with things as they were between 
him and herself. 

Lars’ mouth writhed and the muscles in his massive 
arms knotted convulsively. He threw aside his blankets 
and leaped up: He wore only his shorts. 

“All right—I nearly ruined everything,” he cried. “But 
ГІ таке ир for it, starting right now . . . with Al 
Kirk! Ill find him, and—" 

“No,” Lisette said. “Keep your head, Lars. He'd love 
it if you tried that. You'd т playing right into his. 
hands. Isn't that so, Monk?" 

“Yeah,” Monk agreed sourly. “Kirk’s not going to stand 
out in the open, handy for you to take apart. Start in 
his direction and his boys will murder you with tent 
stakes. Besides, there's the carny to think about. That's 
why we all came back, remember?" 

"But we can't hang on here until Friday," Lisette said. 
"Lars will be clobbered." 

Monk nodded jerky agreement. "We've got to leave 
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tomorrow night. That will pull „Ње plug on Kirk's 
scheme, leave him up in the air.” = 
“And by the time he comes ог Lisette s тае = | 
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will be ready for him—if he knows what Kirk is plan- 
ning—" 

“Which he’s going to know, right now,” Monk said, 
throwing aside the blankets on his cot ‘and reaching 
for his pants. “There's one thing more, though—" He 
hesitated, studying Lisette. She nodded understandingly. 

“Nola would ruin everything, if she found out we 
knew the whole set-up. Somehow, Lars has got to con 
her along tomorrow, make her think its all going just 
the way she wants it—" 

Lars gaze was steady and quiet, now, but a big vein 
was throbbing in his forehead. 

"I ean do that," he said. "I can make her think she's 
got the handle she wants, without having to put out 
a thing for it. I can do it just by playing stupid. And 
that shouldn't be hard—not for me. 

His tone was bitter. Lisette glanced pleadingly at 
Monk, who nodded understandingly and left the tent. 

No sooner had Monk gone than Lars was saying, 
"Liz...Gosh, I've been the biggest damned fool!” 

"Well, don't let it get you down, Lars. We all are, one 
time or another." 

"When I saw you with that fellow, I—I went kind of 
crazy." 

"Sure. If it had been turned around, ld have gone 


"Lisette, let's go back to our trailer. Please!" 

It was what she had been angling for. When a man 
is as low as that, there is one sure, quick way to restore 
his confidence in himself. But she couldn't make it too 

easy for him. 

4 don't think we should, Lars. It hasn't been very 
long since the blow-off. Maybe Nola is still on the lot 
and might see us—" 

Lars laugh was uneven as he suddenly reached down 
and swung her up, lifting her feet from the ground. 
She was cradled in his arms as he carried her out of 
the fight tent, into the open, heading toward the little 
trailer, stumbling in his eagerness. 
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“The hell with Nola," Lars said. "Tm going to have 


you tonight even if it blows everything sky high!” a 
.All through the night, in the quiet darkness, Lars 
slept deeply. Her arm was about him. His cheek was 


against her breast. Lisette lay very still so as not to 


wake him, her fingers moving gently in his hair. 

She felt tired, near complete exhaustion. But content 
—with the tingling aftermath of ecstasy all through her 
body. It had been too dark, fortunately, for Lars to 
notice the bruises left by Ned’s manhandling of her. 

Lars, too, had been rough tonight, wildly eager, al- 
most brutal, Lisette shivered as she remembered and 
her arm tightened its embrace. Lars stirred, sighing. He 
rolled over, away from her. Lisette pulled a blanket 
around him and bent to brush his lips with hers, Then 
she got up, felt around in the darkness, found a ciga- 
rette and lighted it. She walked over to the flap and 
stood relishing the cool touch of the night air against 
her body as she looked out at the dark shadows of the 
tents. 

When the cigarette had burned down, she lighted 
another one from it, and continued to gaze out into the 


black night. 


The next day seemed to stretch out interminably. 
Lars was gone away somewhere with Nola. Monk told 
Lisette that Zilman, alerted, was ready for anything Kirk 
might try. Monks plan was for them to work their 
shows as usual that night, then pull out as quickly 
and quietly as possible, afterward. ' 

On her way to dinner at about five-thirty, Lisette 
saw Ned behind his counter giving a glib spiel to a 
local yokel who was backing and filling indecisively, 
fascinated by the display of "slum" —the ornate prices 
on the shelves that nobody ever won—and the lights 
that flashed gaudily when Ned gave his wheel a twirl. 

She was just sitting down with her tray when the first 


wild scream sounded, followed instantly by a crashing - 


sound, then hoarse bellows. 
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= “Stakes! Stakes! This way!” 

Lisette joined the others pouring out of the cook 
tent. Legs flashing, she ran toward the midway, with 
a frightening premonition growing within. When she 
e up to the midway, she saw her guess had been 
right. c 

Ned's place was a wreck—canvas down, counter and 
wheel smashed, the slum tumbled together in wild con- 
fusion. Ned’s screams had stopped. 

The hayseed type who, a few minutes earlier, had 
been watching the wheel, was clear across the midway, 
still backing up. Lisette let the others go on ahead to 
have their look. She swerved toward the hayseed and 
plucked at his sleeve. 

“Did you see it? What happened?” 

“Gosh, I dunno,” the fellow babbled. “I just laid 
two bits on the counter when some fellows came up, 
carrying those funny-looking clubs. One of them said, 
‘You put your own gimmick on a wheel, this is what 
you get.’ Then they started hitting him. They're gone, 
now... 

Lisette watched as Ned was carried out of his 
wrecked tent. A doctor came pushing through the 
crowd and bent over him. Ned was unconscious and 
what she saw of him made Lisette bite her lip and turn 
sick inside. She turned to the hayseed again and found 
him gone. 

Al Kirk walked up with a paunched, grizzled man 
who had a silver shield pinned to his sweat-stained 
vest. The doctor walked over to Kirk. 

"Numerous cuts and contusions, both arms fractured, 
probable concussion, possible fracture of the skull. Ill 
have to call the mine hospital ambulance—" 

"Take good care of him, doc. He's one of my men," 
Kirk called loudly. Then, to the fat man wearing the 
shield, he said, "A couple of disgruntled losers, chief. 
They got here in a hurry but the pair had already 
finished their dirty work and skipped. They must have 
picked this time because they noticed it was the quiet- 
est hour of the day, with nearly everybody eating." 
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Like hell, Lisette thought. Kirk’s own men had done 


it, of course, at the same time they had been yelling 
“Stakes!” She felt a little sorry for Ned—but not too 


. much so, Gimmicking a wheel to put extra cash in a 


wheelman's pocket when the grift boss didn’t know 
always brought swift, merciless retribution in any carny, 
What interested her was the way Kirk had set it up. 
For Zilman’s benefit, she guessed. Kirk had wanted to 
get rid of a man who was not only cheating him but 
who knew too much for Kirk's comfort. But he had not 
wanted to do it in a way that would give Zilman a 
hunch something out of the ordinary was happening. 

Ned's greed had caught up with him at last. He 
should have left last night, with the hundred Lisette 
had handed him. But the temptation to stay and grab 
a little more had been too strong. Lisette waited until 
the ambulance came and he was loaded into it. He 
had not stirred once. She whispered, “Goodbye, Ned,” 
with the feeling that she would never see him again. 

Whitey Bidwell was already on the bally stand, wait- 
ing for the motordrome talker to finish his spiel, when 
Lisette entered the dressing top, shed her wrapper and 
hurriedly began to put on make-up. 

Strained silence greeted her. The Fail had been talk- 
ing about Ned, she knew, and had broken off at her 
entrance, 

Nola, over in her corner, was full of an excited tri- 
umph she could hardly contain. Lars must have done a 
good job of making her believe they would pull out 
together tonight, Lisette told herself. In her mirror, 
she saw Nola open the purse and quickly transfer 
the little gun to her muff. 

Then the tent's lights flickered and Sadie Bidwell came 
in, fuming. 

“All right,” she said crossly. “Get out there and see if 
you can gather a tip. Im going to drag that electri- 
cian in here and stand over him until he gets those 
lights fixed!” 

They wriggled and swayed and twisted energetically 
in the cool night air. They gathered the tip and Whitey, 








e urned enough of it t set up a fair crowd for the first 
show. In the wing, the carnival’s electrician was tinker- 
ing with the switchboard that Sadie manipulated and 


E _ they had to squeeze past him for the opening all-on. 


The big spot at the top of the tent flickered out in the 


а middle of Nola's number and she was in a hot temper 





as she came off, tartly accusing the electrician of trying 
to make her work in the dark. Sadie gave her a shove 
toward the dressing top. 

Babe finished a little later, just ahead of Jean. Babe 
had a worried look as she paused where Lisette stood 
waiting to make an entrance, wrapper over her shoulders 
for warmth. 

"That crowd is different, kind of, from the others 
we've played in this town," Babe said. “Of course, 
they're cold—Jeez, don't the guys around here ever heat 
up?—but it's like ee re all waiting for something—” 

Lisette nodded Jean came off. Then Lisette 
picked up the best. of the music and went on. To 
her, it seemed only like any other crowd, but stingy 
with its applause. Well, maybe she wasn't giving them 
as much as she could. Her thoughts were so intent on 
getting through the night that she was not concentrat- 
ing very hard on her performance. She bowed off and 
Lou and Babe crowded up anxiously, scanning her 
face. 

"You two are letting this burg get you down, Lis- 
ette told them. 

Babe shook her head, chewed her thumb. 

"I tell you, those guys have got something mean 
on their minds. I sure wish this was tear-down night!" 

Sandra came off, dragging her veils and mopping 
her moist brow. 

“A bunch of creeps,” she announced. “Come on, let's 
give them the all-on and then see if we cant get 
some warmer customers in here—" 

But there was to be no closing all-on. A sputtering 
sound came from the switchboard, then a blue-white 
flash—and all the lights in the tent and dressing top 
winked out. 
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crowd came yelling and whooping along the midway. 
A hulking giant headed the parade. He looked at 


least six-and-a-half feet tall and his weight must have |. | 
been close to three hundred pounds. He wore overalls E 


and had a thick, wiry growth of black stubble on his 
wide, dished-in face. 
The crowd was picking up in size with every step. 
It poured past and kooch tent, gathered around Monk 
Cadon’s bally stand. Suddenly the explanation hit Lisette. 
Those men in the kooch tent had been waiting 
for something, all right, and this was it. Al Kirk had 
moved his plan up one night. This was the local 
champion and his followers, here to challenge Lars— 
and a brawl would come afterward, no matter how the 


fight ended. 
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Fifteen 


A QUICK glance down along the midway furnished con- 
firmation. The canvas drops on the wheel booths were 
coming down. Kirk’s men were all working hard and fast 
to get his stuff loaded and out before the storm broke. 

Lisette skirted the crowd banked up before the fight 
tent. Monk was at the entrance, watching grimly. The 
dish-faced giant had reached Lars’ side and was bellow- 
ing raucous insults. The crowd was yelling for admittance 
to the tent. 

"Kirk getting ready to skip?" Monk said to Lisette. 
“Well, he's going to run into a roadblock he wasn't ex- 
pecting." | 

Men were pouring into the tent from the rear—the 
tough canvasmen and roustabouts who owed their allegi- 
ance to Abe Zilman. Others had joined them—the motor- 
drome fellow, the male contingent from the ten-in-one, 
the ride men. All were carrying stakes. Zilman was with 
them. He conferred with Monk briefly, then turned, 
waving his arms and issuing orders. His men spread out, 
taking up strategic positions. f 

"Sure, sell all the tickets you can," Lisette heard him 
tell Monk. "Jam the tent. The more there are, the easier 
they'll be to handle..." 

Monk nodded and went out front. The crowd surged 
in like water pouring through a broken dam. Lisette 
watched from outside, near the bally stand. 

What she saw in the next few minutes, she knew she 
would never forget. 

It was like a fight between a grizzly and a panther. 
The big man was fast, in spite of his size, fast on his feet 
and fast with his blows. In the first half-minute of the 
fight, he caught Lars on the side of the head with a paw- 

134 





ing wallop and knocked him down, bringing the crowd 
to its feet with a roar of savage exultation. He crowded 
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forward, to catch Lars while he was still rising. Monk- 3 


tried to hold him back and the bear of a man slammed 
him out of the way with a flailing arm. But Lars crabbed 
sideways and got clear. 

Blood was on his face and the crowd’s roar rose, fero- 
cious in its lust for more blood. Lisette was screaming at 
the top of her lungs for Lars to stay away, to jab him, but 
the sound of her voice was utterly lost in the din, even to 
her own ears. 

Lars started to jab, as she wanted him to. The giant 
plunged in, ignoring those slashes at his face, swinging 
both massive arms like clubs. Lars let him get close and 
sank both fists into the matted belly above the knee- 
length trunks. Then he was gone before the other could 
land a return punch. 

The round ended. Monk and Mushy worked swiftly 
on Lars, cleaning away the blood. Monk was talking fast 
and Lars was nodding grimly. He came out again as the 
bell sounded and the big man crowded him against the 
ropes, wrapped both arms around him and hurled him 
down bodily. As Lars rolled, trying to get room to rise 
again, the stubble-masked giant swung a heavy shoe. A 
copper-reinforced toe scraped across Lars’ back. The big 
man followed through by driving a knee at Lars’ head. 

To Lisette, it was a miracle that Lars managed to haul 
himself erect, still able to fight. Not only able, but with a 
look on his face she had never seen before. It was hate, 
naked and raw, the desire to kill. He leaped pantherlike 
at this fighter who towered half a head above him and 
lifted a fist that shot through a clumsy guard and caught 
the man under his chin. 

The giant fell with a crash that sounded above the 
frenzied bellowing of the crowd. He rolled on his side 
and pawed at his face and tried to get up. Just as his 
knees left the canvas, Lars hit him in the face again, 
driving him over on his back. | 

The crowd's roars rose to crescendo. Monk was watch- 

| making no move to interfere. The big man 
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tried to roll away but when he stopped, Lars was waiting 
over him and hit him once more as he floundered up 
clumsily, 

Lisette saw blood fly, spattering Lars’ body. It was 
blood from his opponent’s mouth and nose. The giant 
staggered on his knees to a corner, pulled himself erect 
with his back to Lars, then whirled and rushed him like 
a mad bull. 

Lisette saw the man's face change shape as Lars hit 
him again. Spun clear around, he went down like a fall- 
ing tree. But with some stubborn energy still left, he stag- 
gered upright. Lars measured him and threw that 
straight right. It flicked the big man’s chin and this time 
when he crashed down Lisette knew Monk could count 
to a hundred and the giant would not stir. 

_ The crowd knew it, too. Already on their feet, the men 
took a moment longer to scream vengefully. Then com- 
manding yells sounded and she saw a handful of men 
waving, urging their fellows on. Al Kirk, who had spent 
money to insure this brawl, had spotted his men cleverly. 
Miners, hillmen, townies—all started toward the ring. 

Zilman's men started moving in now, too, a bare mo- 
ment later than the others. Lisette heard the wicked 
chunking sound of tent stakes hitting heads. In an in- 
stant, there were a dozen struggling groups all over the 
tent—carny men in tight circles, swinging their stakes— 
the crowd, caught by surprise, milling and yelling. 

Then Zilman went up through the ropes into the ring. 
With him was the sharpshooter from the ten-in-one. He 
carried a target rifle in each hand. He fired up at the 
canvas top overhead and put a couple of holes in Monk's 
tent as Zilman bellowed for attention. 

"Clear out," he roared. "Empty this tent before my men 
beat you into the ground. Get going!” 

The sharpshooter was swinging around and around, 
watching everybody alertly, both guns cocked and tilted 
in his hands. He handled the light rifles as if they were 
pistols. He began to make little chopping motions with 
them, as though he might start shooting any second, 
Those who had crowded around the ring began to back 
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away. The stake men prodded and pushed the others. | 


The crowd began to stream out of the tent in grudging -. 
disorder. | - E 
Monk was cutting Lars’ gloves from his hands. Las - 
chest heaved like a bellows, Lisette pushed toward the — 
ring and had almost reached it when Kirk came in from 
the front, closely followed by the fat Chief of Police. 

“Zilman, you've got your trucks blocking every way 
off this damned lot,” Kirk yelled. “I want them moved— 
right now!” | fs 

“Later, Al. You show me a lot cleared of your finking 
stooges and you can go any time you please!" Then the 
carny owner turned to the chief. "Where's the protection 
I paid you for? Get some law on this lot and help me 
restore order here!” | 

The chief shrugged, looking indifferent. “I heard the 
boys saying it wasn't a fair fight,” he answered. “Sounds 
to me like they've got good reason for being тад. Апу- 
way, I’m not going to shove them around. You'll move on 
in a couple of days. I've got to stay here—and I like my 
job.” 

Zilman glared at him. “Okay. But let me tell you some- 
thing—I've never seen a carny riot yet where the townies 
werent hurt a hell of a lot worse than the show folks. 
If you want plenty of busted heads to answer for, just 
stand still and let it start.” 

— "The chief chewed a flabby underlip worriedly. “Well. 
...Look, it's the fight that’s got 'em stirred up. You've 
got to dump that big palooka and the guy who did the 
refereeing. I'll take them along with me. They'll draw 
ten days in the town cooler. That will calm the crowd...” 

“You're not jugging any of my men,” Zilman began fur- 
iously. Then Monk caught his arm and whispered hur- 

.riedly in his ear. The carny owner narrowed his eyes 
thoughtfully. The chief suddenly saw Lisette who stood 
nearby listening, still wearing her show make-up. 

"Here's something else you're going to do," he told Zil- -~ 
man. “Get those girls in that kooch show right to work, 
like they never worked before. You know what I mean. . 
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word gets spread that I'm coming back to raid the joint 

use they're too bare. Every guy on the lot will be 
too busy getting inside that tent to cause any more trou- 
ble." 


“All right,” Zilman agreed. “And some of my boys will 
help you get the Swede and Monk Cadore off the lot— 
just in case you're tempted later to change your mind 
and feed them to that mob." 

Somebody had brought Lars' shirt and pants. Walking 
past Lisette, he was surrounded by stake-carrying can- 
vasmen, and she had no chance to speak to him. He was 
pale and tight-lipped, and his pale brows were contract- 
ed in anger. Monk followed him, winking at Lisette—an 
indication he had figured out some way to outwit the 
chief, Kirk started yelling at Zilman again and was cut 
short. 

"You get your men to lend me a hand or youre liable 
not to have any wheels to worry about," Zilman stated. 
“Make up your mind, Al. Help stop this commotion you 
started or my trucks Stay right where they are.” | 

The lights were on again in the kooch tent but the 
dressing top was still dark. Somebody had hung a gaso- 
line lantern on one of the poles and by its eerie light the 
girls crowded together, looking frightened and unhappy 
as they listened to the noise from the midway. All but 
Nola. She sat alone, off in one corner, intent on some 
thought of her own, | 

Before Lisette could tell them what had happened, 
Whitey Bidwell came in from the front. All he knew 
was that trouble threatened and Zilman had ordered him 
to start a bally at once, 

“A real blow-off, girls,” he told them unevenly, looking 
from one to another with an unspoken plea for their best 
efforts in his pale, pinched face. “All bare. No screen. 
Abe is sending plenty of guys with stakes. It’s a bad 
brawl if we don't move fast.” 

They could tell that themselves, from the noise. There 
was a crashing, splintering sound, then Al Kirk's frantic 
cry, "Stakes! This way. Stakes!" | 

Another one of his wheel joints was being torn to 
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pieces, The customers were getting even for the skinning 

they had taken from Kirk's grifters. 4 
"No bras for the flash,” Whitey went on. “And youll 

have to hold it when you open up out there. We've got to 
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shill a tent full of those guys and get them of the mid- 
way, quick!” | | y 


Lisette was undressing hurriedly. It did not occur to 
her to do anything else. The carnival was in danger. 
They all had to close ranks and fight back. The others 
jerkily followed her lead. Nola got to her feet, too, and 
was taking of her bra. | 

They moved toward the stand, leaving the dim, flick- 
ering light of the lantern behind. Babe and Lou lagged, 
muttering. Lisette glanced back at them furiously and 
they grew silent. | 

Whitey did not have to spiel for a tip tonight. The 
mob was everywhere, all over the midway, with all the | 
talkers working simultaneously in an effort to calm it 
down. The girls lined up, opening their wrappers to ex- 
pose bare breasts, keeping them open—and almost at 
once all the baleful noise, all the frenzied activity, all 
the men in sight, seemed to funnel right at them. 

Lisette caught sight of Sadie Bidwell, chalk-faced and 
tight-lipped in her ticket booth. Lisette wondered if she 
looked that way, too. 

The short tassel of a G-string slapped against her 
thighs and she made her lips form a smile. She had 
worked nude shows before but never one like this, where 
she was oppressed with the feeling that an avalanche of 
disaster would start rumbling down at any moment. 

It wasnt going to work, she thought. They would 
never get away with it. But they had to try. 

The session on the stand was mercifully brief. Whit- 
eys main problem was to find a way to choke off the — 
mob before it tore down his tent trying to get inside. 
As she left the stand, Lisette dodged the reaching, paw- | 
ise, Seppins hands as best she could, keeping her smile — ; 















Back at the dressing top they looked at 
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shook their heads, took off the little still wore, and lined 
up for the all-on, 

For about half a minute, on stage, it was not too bad— 
no more so than any blow-off, in spite of the fact that 
they were working in nothing more than shoes and the 
teases that went with an all-on. Nola still clutched 
her muff and Babe had her parasol. Sandra manipulated 


ung, 

During that first half minute, the men who jammed 
the tent were fairly silent, eyes wide, lips slackly parted, 

Then it started. And it grew rough almost at once. 

ey were not cold and brooding now. This was a bunch 
of men in an ugly mood, exultant because of what they 
had already accomplished, hungry for more trouble— 
and their appetites were being whetted. Talk started— 
short, hard words yelled at the girls on stage, hitting 
them with brutal impact. 

The girls were doing their regular routine—across the 
Stage in line, twirl, forward, twirl, back, twirl, forward, 
twirl—off. It seemed to take an hour. 

There was a wild screech as Sadie jarred the needle 
clear across a record while setting up the music for 
Nola’s act. 

“Hurry up,” Sadie whispered urgently. “Don’t make 
‘em wait!” 

Nola nodded and took the stage again, wriggling and 
twisting fast, making her pear-shaped breasts jump. No 
matter what you might say about her, Lisette thought, 
She was a trouper. She was carny, all the way through, 

The noise and raucous talk was getting louder with 
each passing second. There was a menacing, growling 
undertone to it now. Lisette wiped damp palms against 
her thighs. How could Abe Zilman have been conned 
into thinking such а bunch of toughs could be quieted 
by this display of flesh? Well, maybe he had been too 
impressed by that other time when she had stopped a 
fight in the making, But that had been an entirely dif- 
ferent kind of crowd... 
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Nola was socking it to them. Watching from the win | 
Lisette saw her work right down to the edge of the stage. 
She had kept the muff but it wasn’t covering anything. ae 
She was giving them an eyeful, and then some. = | 

Lisette went into her dressing top, grudging admira- 
tion in her tone. | 2 

*Nola's putting on a real act," she said. "Thats what — . 
you've got to do, Babe—" | 

She stopped short. Babe and Lou were moving fast 
and purposefully, gathering their things. 

"We've had enough," Babe said sullenly. "That crowd 
x going to stay put long. And we're blowing, right 
now!” 

“You can’t do that!” 

"Who's going ta’ step us? You? Well, just dont try, — 
Liz! I was in.2 mitiing-town free-for-all once and I'm not 
going throwgh another. Those characters will gang-rape 
us. Come om, Lair...” 

They plunged through the rear flap and were gone. 
Lisette looked at Sandra and Jean, who had been silent 
bystanders. 

“Well?” she said. “You going too?” | y 

Sandra shook her head. "We're going to stick. I don't 
know how far we'll get with only four girls, though...” 

‘Liz went back to stand near Sadie in the wing. Nola 
concluded with some violent bumps, suggestively palm- 
ing a breast. Then she came off. - , 

“I set them up," she flung at them. "See if you can 
keep them that way.” 

Jean started out as Sadie put on the music. Then Jean 
looked into the lustful faces of the yelling crowd. She 
flinched and started to back up. 
“TJ take it; Lisette said quickly. "You can follow 
me—" | ; 
A four-minute turn. She worked fast and furiously, all 
out, at the front of the stage like Nola. Lisette was 
carny, too, and when you were carny you gave thema 

show, everything you had, no matter what the circum- 
stances. If they yelled things that made you wince, you 
handed back a smile and worked all the harder. — 
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She finished, as usual with a pair of high kicks. She 
bowed to the yells, posed a moment, hands on hips, head 
back, breasts lifted, giving them a last long look. Then 
she was off, feeling a little giddy as the after-effects of 
it caught up with her. 

"I think I can do it now,” Jean said. “Thanks, honey.” 

“I'd better get Nola,” Lisette said to Sadie. “We're go- 
ing to have to fill in for those missing girls with some- 
thing—maybe a number with both of us on together." 

She went into the dressing top. Nola, with a bra on 
now, and a wrap-around skirt, whirled at her entrance, 
grabbed the little gun out of the muff and pointed it at 
her. 

"Im bowing out, too," she said. *Sit down, Liz—and 
don't try to stop me. I hate to leave the carny on the 
spot like this-but I did my share. Now I've got a date 
with Lars, a date that's going to wind up in Chicago." 

Lars had done his job of conning her too well, Lisette 
realized. She had been waiting, oblivious to everything 
else but this moment, the moment she would be able 
to slip out. 

"Its no good, Nola," she said. "Lars isn't going any- 
where with you. He's in jail—" 

“Think up a better one, Liz,” Nola jeered. “You 
arent any smarter at dreaming up lies than you are at 
holding your men. You sit down, like I told you. He's 
waiting for me over at the fight tent!" 

"Go ask anybody," Lisette said. "The chief of police 
took him and Monk away. Look, get your things off and 
help us finish this show and I'll ask Zilman to go to bat 
for you. You're in trouble, Nola. Al Kirk is having his 
wheels busted up and he's going to begin wondering 
who leaked his plans. He'll start looking for you—” 

A startled look strained Nola’s face. The little gun in 
her hand jerked. “What do you know about Al Kirk 
and me?” 

“Everything,” Lisette said, “So does Lars. You're set to 
lose all around, unless you move fast.” 

“I will...damn you!” Nola cried, pulling the trigger. 

The little gun spat flame at Lisette. The bullet missed 





earlier that night. For an instant the dressing top was. 
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her, She jumped at Nola, who fired again, this time 


wildly, over her head. Then Lisette crashed into her, — 


driving her back against a canvas wall. It gave under the 
impact and the center pole swayed, the gas lantem 


shaking. They slid along the wall and fell to the ground - 


in a tangle of kicking legs and flailing arms. 
At almost the same moment the noise out front came 


up in a savage roar. Twisting, writhing, thrashing about : 


in the dust, now underneath Nola, now on top of her, 
Lisette made a grim guess as to what had happened 
in the kooch tent. Jean must have become scared. And, of 
course, the crowd knew it at once and was beginning to 
move. A bold girl could hold them. A scared girl always 
enraged them. There was the sudden thunder of hun- 
dreds of feet stamping the ground, then splintering crash 
of benches being overturned and broken up, the ugly 
chunking noise of tent stakes hitting heads. And, too, 
the constant, incessant yelling—all of it happening just 


beyond the canvas wall against which the two girls had 


fallen. 

Lisette struggled desperately to grab the gun and take 
it from Nola. She got her hand on it twice but both 
times Nola jerked it away. The dressing-top canvas was 
shaking as though an earthquake had hit it. Somebody 
screamed piercingly in the passageway that led out front 
—it was Sandra, Lisette thought. 

- She grabbed for the gun a third time and tore it out of 

Nola’s hands and threw it across the tent. Then she 
staggered to her feet, brushing yellow hair out of her 
eyes. She had only a moment in which to notice that 
the center pole in the dressing top was swaying dizzily 
back and forth. Suddenly the lantern fell crashing to the 
ground and the spilled gasoline caught fire and flared 
up brightly with a hissing noise. x 


Nola was crawling on hands and knees toward the - 


gun, spitting furious curses at Lisette. She mustn' get it, 
Lisette thought, starting after her. The she cried out, 


whirling back. The fire had caught in her cellophane 


hula skirt that she had dropped carelessly to a boxa litle —__ 
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bright with the hot, swift lame licking high. Jean ran in 
from the stage, struggling to put on her wrapper. She 
yelled something, turned and ran out, down the pas- 
sageway, bare legs quivering frantically. There was a 
snapping, splintering sound, followed instantly by a 
thunderous crash. The kooch tent was down, Lisette re- 
alized. She kicked at the box that held the blazing cel- 
lophane skirt and glanced upward apprehensively, The 
dressing-top canvas had taken on an ominous sag. 

Nola had the gun again and was on her knees, point- 
ing it at Lisette. Before she could pull the trigger, the 
whole canvas came billowing down on both of them. 

Knocked flat, Lisette lifted herself and pushed at the 
heavy stuff, trying to remember the way out through 
the tent's rear, struggling to crawl in that direction, Nola 
was yelling something nearby, breathless profanity 
muffled by the canvas. 

Then Lisette felt the rising heat and heard the crack- 
ling sound that increased in volume with every passing 
second and fear came up in her such as she had never 
felt before nor ever guessed she could feel. The canvas 
that Whitey Bidwell and Abe Zilman had failed to fire- 
proof was blazing around her. 

For an instant, she lost her head and screamed and 
punched wildly at the thick fabric that pinned her down, 
as if she could somehow break through it. Then she took 
hold of herself and, with tremendous will, forced herself 
to be quiet as she carefully filled her lungs with air and 
held her breath. Then she dropped down flat on her 
stomach and began to worm her way as fast as she could 
in the direction of what had once been the back wall. 

It seemed an eternity before she reached it; The heat 
was intolerable. If she did get out soon, shé would be 
blistered in several embarrassing places. She told her- 
self bitterly that she would never again fail to put on a 
wrapper the moment she came offstage. Then she almost 
lost her lungful of air, laughing grimly at herself. She 
never seemed able to remember to put anything on 
around a kooch tent, even if she fried for it. 

At last she butted against the back wall. She broke 








some — as she ce to lift the canvas. Then d 
she rolled under it, hit a stake and skinned a buttock. 
But that was all right. She would rather have it scraped 
off than burned off, any time. = 

She leaped up, exploding her pent breath, shaking 
herself, acutely aware of her bare state in the bright - 
glare of the fire. 

It was spreading with lightning speed across the 
kooch tent. It was thrusting eager fingers toward the ad- 
jacent motordrome, too. The furious crackling as it de- 
voured the kooch tent, the frenzied bellowing of the 
crowd on the midway, almost deafened her. 

Almost, but not quite. Nobody was back here and she 
took a couple of steps toward the trailers intending to 
grab some clothes in a hurry. Then she heard it. 

Nola was letting loose pitiful screams, an almost con- 
tinuous, nerve-tearing shriek of pure animal terror. She 
was still under that pile of flaming canvas! Lisette turned 
back to it, a hand up to shield her face, wincing as a 
blast of furnace heat struck her. She grabbed the stiff, 
dusty folds at the back wall and tried to lift them. 

“This way, Nola. Crawl. Crawl outl" 

Somebody yelled from behind her and footsteps came 
pounding up. Strong hands lifted her bodily and car- 
ried her back. She had a moments’ incredulous glimpse 
of Lars as he passed her to Monk, then he was gone, 
disappearing into the blazing pyre of the dressing top. 

Monk took off his coat and put it around Lisette, who 
was staring at the blazing kooch tent with a tight, 
stricken face. 

"Well" Monk said sadly "that settles everything, 
doesn't it?" 

Lisette broke away and followed Lars. She saw him 
through the fire that was lapping at the outer edges of 
the tent. He was bending down. Then he straightened 
and started back. He had broken through charred canvas 
to Nola, where she had crawled under one of the dress- 
ing tables. He was bringing her out. She writhed and | 
twisted and screamed in agony. 

The fire had flashed through the canvas in a trice. The 
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safest place in the dressing top was now the burned-out 
center and the most dangerous was the outer perimeter 
where the flames were eagerly eating away what was 
left. Lisette leaped through the crimson curtain at the 
back wall and put a hand on Lars' arm and guided him 
out. Stoically, she endured the scorching pain that licked 
at her bare legs. 

She waved urgently at Monk, pointed and raced to 
her trailer, Monk’s coat flapping at her thighs. She 
grabbed a blanket and a jar of cold cream and started 
back. Lars and Monk were coming to meet her, 

“Right here—on the ground,” she ordered, starting to 
spread the blanket. Monk shook his head, taking the blan- 
ket from her and moving with it well off to one side. 

“We're too close to the fight tent. It’s bound to go in a 
minute,” he pointed out. 

Lars lowered Nola gently. His hair was singed and his 
eyebrows were gone. His shirt hung in blackened tatters. 
But miraculously he had not been badly burned. Monk 
swore gratingly and grabbed at his hands to examine 
them. Lars jerked them back. 

"Never mind that now," he growled. "How about her, 
Liz?" 

Lisette, kneeling, swiftly stripped away the few shreds 
of clothing still clinging to Nola's body. Nola whimpered 
and shivered in shock. Lisette swiftly began to apply the 
cold cream. 

"Stomach and shoulders, mostly. Its lucky she had 
something on. If she didn't swallow any smoke, she ought 
to be all right." 

She covered Nola with part of the blanket and 
stood up. The fight tent was blazing now and the mo- 
tordrome, too—being consumed by streamers of flame 
roaring high into the black night. If this town had 
a fire department, it was not going to arrive in time to 
save much. Just about the whole carny would go. 

Some of the pugnacious miners and townies had 
gathered and were staring at them from a little way 
off. As they recognized Lars, their voices grew angry. 
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“You've got to pull out of here, Lars,” Lisette told him 
urgently. “Go start your jalopy, Monk. Hurry? to 
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“All right,” Lars agreed. “TIl get what we need out of — | 


the trailer—” 


“I can't go with you,” Lisette said. “I've got to stay 


with Nola until a doctor arrives. But if the mob gets its” 
hands on you, it will egt everything else—even doing 
anything about the fire. Make him go, Monk!" i 

"She's right, boy,” Monk said. "Especially since that 


chief of police is going to show up pretty quick. It- = 


seemed like a good idea to have you tap him on the jaw 
and come back here in a hurry but he’s awake again by 
now. | 

“I came back to get Lisette,” Lars said. “And I'm not 
going without her." | 

“She can join us later,” Monk protested. “Come оп!” 

More men, including a contingent of hillbilly farm- 
ers, had joined the lingering group and they stood star- 
ing at Lars in the ruddy light of the blazing tents. A 
couple of them began to talk loudly, egging the others 
on. In another moment they would find the mob-courage 
to move in on him. Kneeling beside Nola, Lisette ges- 
tured imploringly for him to get started. F 

“It will be all right, Lars,” she told him. “Everything is 
going to work out fine! You'll see—" | 
_ He started to back away. Monk was running toward 

the car. Lars lifted his hand and smiled uncertainly. 

ae returned the smile. He turned and ran after 








Sixteen 


THE spring day was warm and pleasant in the mild 
Louisiana air. Lisette walked from the bus station to 
the lot where the Big Six carny was making its first 
pitch of the season. They had given it a spot in a big 
amusement park. At the head of the midway she 
stopped a moment, enjoying the old familiar thrill at 
the sight of new canvas and freshly painted banners. 
Then she went on, scuffing her shoes in the sawdust, 
looking for the kooch tent, 

A couple of girls, pretty well covered, were languidly 
wriggling on the bally stand as a young, bare-headed 
talker grinned at a small tip and tried to tum a few 
customers. He was good-looking, that talker. His dark 
wavy hair glistened in the sunlight. 

Lisette set down her suitcase and watched, smiling. 
She wore a new gray suit, smartly tailored, and a pert 
hat. Everything she had on was new. The suitcase was 
new. She had had a good winter and the looks of this 
carny gave her a hunch the season ahead would be 
good, too. 

When the girls went in, she picked up her suitcase, 
returned the talker's interested glance, then turned and 
followed the girls. 

The owner of the kooch tent turned out to be a 
plump, white-haired woman, with a command of pro- 
fanity that even a stevedore would envy. Her name 
was Ma Dilldine and she had hired Lisette as the re- 
sult of a steer Lisette had been given by a girl who 
had worked with Ma before. The girl had recommend- 
ed the tent as a good one. 

"How soon can you go on, honey?" Ma inquired. 
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“Right now,” Lisette said, "if you can hold. 
show until I get undressed and into something." 





“Fine.” Ma said. “I’m going to work five girls but a 


pair of 'em ain't showed up yet. Well figure some extra 
turns and start giving the people a show. You'll work 
in dance trunks and a full bra here, by the way. We 
can't start showing much skin till we get farther 
north...” 
At the next bally flash, Lisette joined the two girls 
on the stand. The talker grinned at her and she grinned 
back. | 
The sunshine felt good. She swayed easily, smiling 
down at the crowd. Just as she turned to go inside 
again, she saw Monk Cadore. 


He was standing on the fringe of the crowd and he 
had apparently been patronizing а good tailor, He 
grinned and flipped a hand. Lisette nodded. After the 
next show, she went out back and found him waiting. 

They shook hands warmly and located a couple of 
boxes to sit on. Lisette pulled her wrapper down over 
her knees. It was new, too. It was light blue in color 
and it permitted more than a glimpse of her sleek 
white body underneath. 

“I bought a ticket and watched you,” Monk said. 
shaking out a package of cigarettes. “Lisette, I saw 
some Broadway shows during the winter. You could 
beat out most of the girls in them, believe me.” 

*No inside jobs for me, Monk," Lisette laughed, ac- 
cepting a light. "Not during carny weather, anyway. 
I did some nightclub stripping during the winter and 
made out pretty well-but when it started to turn 
warm, I was glad to pull out...And what are you 
doing here? I've been reading about you and Lars— 
about the fights and the big crowds. I figured you'd 
both be living in a penthouse by пом!" 

“Well, something like that,” Monk acknowledged. “It 


all worked out just the way I hoped it would, Nothing 
but wins, all the way. Even Joe Louis didn't hit the 
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big money any quicker. In about a year, the champion 
will have to fight Lars-and when he does, Lars will 
be the new champ. He's been pretty good to me. Some 
of the new bunch around him tried to shove me out of 
the picture but they found theyd have to shove 
him first. So it's been big dough and high living—and 

I decided last week I'd had enough." 

He looked defensively at Lisette but she nodded 
understanding. 

I know. All those years under canvas and with 
spring coming on—" 

Lars thought I was crazy,” Monk said. “But he 
doesn’t need me any more. I got that through his head 
and then I pulled out. I felt mighty relieved when I 
walked away from it all.” 

“And just how did you happen to show up on this 
lot?” Lisette asked, smiling. “Come on, M onk—give. 
Lars sent you out hunting for me, didn't he? And don't 
bother to deny it, either—I know better!” 

Monk laughed. "I knew I couldn't con you about 
that. Yeah, youre right. He's fretted about you ever 
since you failed to show up in Chicago—" 

“Oh, I showed up. That's where I worked—all win- 
ter. I was Lisette, the Passion Girl—in a couple of 
places to which I knew you two would never come.” 

“Well, he said as long as I was pulling out, to do 
him a big favor, tap all my contacts, and find you. He 
sent along a roll of bills, in case you need anything—” 

“I don’t. Send back the money, Monk. I guess you 
know he wrote me. Three letters, care of Billboard. 
Mighty sweet letters, Monk—but too late. I knew I 
wasnt going to see him again. I knew it the night 
Zilman’s carny burned, when I sent him away. Maybe 
I knew it even the night before—” | 

The memories of her last night in Lars' arms si- 
lenced her for a moment. She recalled how, afterward, 
she had stood and looked out at the dark tents, feeling 
like the rope in a tug-of-war, as Lars pulled her one 
way, and carny life and all it meant to her pulled her 
the other way. 
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"I wasn’t too surprised when you didn’t show ир, 


Monk said. “But, Lisette—it wasn't just because you 


couldn't stop being carny that you sent him away—let 
him go—am I right?” 

"Monk, you're practically always right. 1 think, most- 
ly, I felt the same way you do now—he didn’t need me 
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any longer. If he had gone on being big and dumb 


and sweet, somebody I could fuss over and look after, 

Га never have let him go. But that last night, when I 

knew you two would make it to Chicago and he was 

on his way at last, there wasn't anything more I could 

= for him. I knew he could go the rest of the way 
one. 

«Не won't be alone, though," Monk said. “Women have 
been swarming around him. Theres one in particular, 
a classy babe who's the daughter of a big-shot in the 
syndicate that’s backing him—" 

“That’s what I was getting at, Monk. He deserves a 
girl like that. Not me—I'd have meant trouble for him. 
I'm not ashamed of what I do. I like it, I do it pretty 
well, and it suits me. But somebody would have start- 
ed digging into my past and the publicity would have 
hurt Lars. I thought about that-and the big money 
and the high living-how could I ever learn to han- 
dle them? Then, whenever spring came around and the 
shows began hitting the road, Id have started getting 
itchy feet. So . . ." | 

She dropped her cigarette with a gesture of finality 
and ground it out. There was a short silence between 
them. Lisette glanced toward the kooch tent. About 
time for another show, she thought. 

“You know,” Monk said, at last, “maybe it would have 
been better for us if he hadn't been so good—if Turk 
Monahan had knocked him stiff that first nightl" 

“It might have been better for a lot of people,” Lis- 
ette agreed. 


She thought about them—the Bidwells, who had de- 


cided to retire to an Iowa farm; Abe Zilman, starting 
all over again with a small carny he was running on a 
shoestring; Al Kirk, ruined when his wheels were 
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burned, trying now to catch on with any grift outfit that 
would hire him; Ned Kipper, face scarred from the 
beating he had taken, still in the hospital the last Lisette 
had heard; Nola Magill— 

At the hospital, Nola had wept and begged Lisette's 
forgiveness, berating herself for her own bitchiness— 
until she realized she would get well and would once 
more be able to show an unmarred body in blow-offs. 
Then things had cooled off quickly between them. N ola, 
Lisette had heard, was going out again in Pete Bran- 
don's kooch tent with the Prather carny. 

"This Big Six outfit looks good to me," Monk said. 
“I think I'll find the owner and dicker with him about 
adding a fight tent.” 

“It will be nice having you around, Monk,” Lisette 
said, rising to go. 

"Ill write Lars and tell him I saw you—that you're 
getting along fine, don't need any help, and dont in- 
tend to see him again. Okay?" 

"That would seem to cover it," Lisette agreed as she 
turned toward the kooch tent. 

"There's one last thing maybe I oughtn't to say, but 
I will,” Monk said. "You're still in love with him, Liz. 
It sticks out all over you." 

Lisette paused, looked back over her shoulder. "Why, 

of course I'm still in love with him, Monk. I always 
will be . . ." 
. She went through the dressing top and out to the 
bally stand. She smiled at the gaping men and their 
girls and moved her body in time to the music, pleased 
to see that even though she wore dance trunks and full 
bra they crowded up for a closer look. 

She studied the crowd, thinking of Monk’s last words 
and hers. In love with him? All through the winter she 
had watched for Lars, as she was watching now, half 
expecting to see his broad shoulders and tow-head 
looming above the crowd, all the time knowing that 
she would not—not ever again. 

It was a bittersweet feeling, Lisette knew she had 
done the right thing, the only thing she could do. There 
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would be another man for her, presently-he hadn't 
come along yet—and life would go on, and the mem- 
ory of Lars would fade a little. But the years ahead 
were going to be different from the years behind. Be- — 
fore, she had never been in love, not really. Now- 
she knew the difference. She had loved and lost-and 
love had a deeper, fuller meaning for her as a result. 
The talker was sending the throng of ticket buyers 
into the kooch tent. Lisette started off the stand with 
the other two girls, her thoughts still in the same chan- 
nel. Suddenly she realized how much she had gained _ 
while losing. Knowing Lars had worked many subtle 
changes: in her. She was not quite the same wild, 
reckless koocher she had been. Not that she would 
ever become very sedate—but there would never be 
another Ned Kipper in her life. Lars was the yard- 
stick she would apply to men henceforth. She would 
look for the one who best measured up to him. 
During the show, she noticed Monk out front like 
any cash customer, staring at her avidly all through 
her sexy routines, After the performance she strolled 1 
out front and looked for him, but he was not on the 
midway. z 
The thought went through her head again. The man 
who best measured up to Lars... \ 
She noticed a large tent pitched off the midway, 8 . 
silent tent with no sign or bally stand in front of it. 
Piqued by curiosity, she drew back the big main flap 
and peered in. | 
She saw Monk laying face down on a pile of canvas. 
Silently, she tied down the flap from the inside. 
Then she tiptoed over toward him, but stumbled over 
a stake and unexpectedly collided with a bench. 
“Ouch!” she said. | 
Hearing the noise, Monk abruptly sat up. “Liz!” 
“This going to be your fight tent, Monk?” 
"Thats right. They signed me on. I was just sort of | 
lying here, planning where I would put up the ring—” 
“Sure,” said Lisette. “What's the idea of cutting out 
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on me? I saw you in the audience—but after that I 
couldnt find you." She gazed at him sternly. "Was 
it because of what I said about loving Lars? I also 
said I wasn't joining him, didn't I? Maybe I could learn 
to love somebody else as much—or even more—” Lis- 
ette was in her wrapper, but she threw it off, revealing 
her beautiful body in all its lush glory. She lifted a 
slim leg and turned a graceful pirouette. “How did 
you like my act? Am I still as pretty as I used to be? Do 
I make men want me?” 

“Gawd,” gasped Monk. “If I were Lars I—I—" 

“Yes?” 


“I'd never let you go, I'd follow you to the ends of 
the earth, or I'd make you follow me. I mean it, 
Liz. You're the most desirable woman alive-and I 
don't mean only physically, You've got mind, you've got 
soul, you've got...” 

“Monk,” she interrupted. “Why don't you say it? You 
couldn't before, because you were loyal to Lars. But 
for a long time you've been wanting to say it, havent 
you? So say it nowl" 

He squared his shoulders, stared hard at her. "How 
can I, Liz? A young girl like you—beautiful—able to 
get herself any man she wants! What would you be 
doing with me? I’ve seen my best days. Im almost 
twice your age. I have nothing to offer." | 

“We'll see about that,” Lisette said. She went into 
her stage routine, kicking high, stepping daintily, shak- 
ing hips and breasts at him. At that close range it was 
more than any man could stand. 

Suddenly Monk’s arms were around her. His lips 
met hers, 

He was no fancy kisser, like your Ned Kippers and 
Al Kirks, or even like Lars, thought Lisette. But with 
their mouths pressed together, she could feel the 
strength and blood of him, and the passion too. 

Not so big as Lars, she told herself. But measures 
up quite well, otherwise—loyal, strong, honest, and gen- 
tle, too, in his way. 





“Say it, Monk.” 
“I love you, Lisette. 
“You know a. Monk? I'm awful glad you're 


going to be with this carny. 
They sank together to the piled-up canvas, locked in 


each others arms... 


THE END 
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And in summer she kooch-danced her way 


„anything! 


—— pa 


—— пи M y 
SHE WAS THE: ^| | 
KIND OF BLONDE 
WHO COULD TURN © 
i A TENT SHOW 
AINTOA — 
PASSION PIT! 


In winter Lisette was a nightclub stripper, 
a show-stopper who set men off like rockets. 
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along the amusement-park circuit . . . where 
she met Ned Kiper, a crooked-wheel operator 
in Colonel Prather's Show down in Texas. 
Ned played her for a pushover, two-timed her, 
and left her holding the knife he had used in 
a brawl...so she had to get out of town, fast. 

Men like Kiper were always taking advan- 
tage of her quickly aroused passions. But big 
Lars Hanson? She wondered about him. From 
the beginning he seemed different. He had 
saved her from being molested aboard the bus 
taking her north. She was grateful . . . but 
should she show her appreciation? She knew 
that thanks to her lush body there was only 
one way men ever wanted her to show them 
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HERE IS A PROBING NOVEL OF THE 
DEEP-SEATED LUSTS THAT- DRIVE MEN OUT 
OF CONTROL AT THE SIGHT OF NAKED WOMEN 


